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Introduction 
by Ranajit Guha 


The contents of this volume will have little surprise in store 
for those who have been involved, for any length of time, in 
the study of the history and society of colonial and post- 
colonial India. For all of us with an active interest in this area, 
Bernard S. Cohn’s writings have been a source of intellectual 
sustenance for over a quarter of a century since the early 
nineteen-sixties. We have followed these articles in academic 
journals and anthologies as they came out in a steady flow 
year after year (though there have been brief periods of 
drought), cited them to students and colleagues, and enriched 
our own understanding by the information and insights pro- 
vided by each essay. In the eyes of many readers, therefore, 
this collection will acquire the importance of a retrospective 
display in which the author’s erudition and art can be seen 
brilliantly at work. 

However, it is as true of aden work as of the visual arts 
that there is more to a retrospective presentation than the 
mere sum of its exhibits. The order imposed on the latter by 
aggregation and seriality reveals, in both instances, an iden- 
tity which is incomprehensible in terms of its aliquot parts. 
The dispersal of purpose and meaning which symptomizes, 
for each type of oeuvre, the inevitable want of continuity in 
its production time is redressed. by the unity of narrative time 
involved in the textualization, so to say, of a show by the 
spectator’s gaze, of an anthology by the reader’s. By the same 
token, each reading would amount-to.a deviation from and 
revision of an original intent that had been invested by the 
author in each item of a collection of his writings. To write 
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an introduction to such a collection is therefore to act as the 
first reader (for ‘to introduce’ is, says the Concise Oxford Dic- 
tionary, to ‘come immediately before the start of’), hence as 
the very first traducer. What follows is thus no script for a 
guided tour but just one individual reading, the very first of 
countless transgressions to which the author’s own idea of this 
work will be subjected in each subsequent reading. 


There was a time when it made no difference to historians 
and anthropologists of South Asia that they operated in isola- 
tion from each other within adjacent fields of knowledge. 
This was so in spite of the fact that scholars in both the disci- 
plines were often induced by the logic of their respective 
crafts to overstep the boundaries. But far from being a con- 
scious effort at interaction, this appeared within each type of 
discourse as an inconsequential, if unavoidable, drift towards 
the other, as a conventional nod of little significance rather 
than a recognition of epistemological necessity. Witneéss to 
this empty gesture, in anthropology, was the so-called 
‘Historical Background’ prefixed to a dissertation or mono- 
graph—a sort of decorative hanging with no function 
assigned to it in the ensuing argument. The corresponding 
gesture in historiography was the rubric ‘Society and Cul- 
ture’ which could include anything from descriptive accounts 
of indigenous reformist movements to surveys of official 
measures illustrative of ‘England’s Work in India’. 

Since the end of the Second World War it is anthropology, 
rather than history, which has led the revolt against the 
mutual segregation of the two disciplines within the domain 
of South Asian studies. Cohn was not the only rebel; he was 
one of a number of scholars whose writings showed unmis- 
takable signs of a rapprochement in this respect. Some of 
these were first published during 1951-4 in the Economic 
Weekly of Bombay and reprinted soon afterwards in a collec- 
tion edited by M. N. Srinivas under the title India’s Villages 
(Calcutta: West Bengal Government Press, 1955). Taken 
together with the papers presented (by Cohn among others) 
at a seminar organized by Robert Redfield and Milton Singer 
at the University of Chicago in the autumn of 1954 and pub- 
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lished in McKim Marriott’s Village India (Chicago: Universi- 
ty of Chicago Press, 1955), this material testifies clearly to the 
fact that the first generation of anthropologists to do their 
fieldwork in rural India returned to their academic bases in 
the USA and Britain with an understanding informed by a 
certain sense of history. 

Even those amongst them whose subsequent work, like 
that of F. G. Bailey, was to take a plunge in the direction of a 
pure positivity standing outside time, display in these early 
essays a sensitivity to the past that would do any historian 
proud. Redfield and Singer’s comments on the ‘greatly ex- 
panded historical dimension’ of Marriott’s view of Kishan 
Garhi in his paper published in Village India, his emphasis on 
the ‘historical interaction’ between little community and 
great community, and the ‘historical depth’ of his description 
of the religious life of that village, were a measure of the 
valorization of history both by the senior anthropologists and 
their younger colleagues. 

What, however, distinguished Cohn from most of his con- 
temporaries in this regard was his refusal to leave that under- 
standing at the level of a discursive common sense and his 
struggle to find a conceptual base for it, theorize it, and turn 
understanding into methodology. Both the title of this 
volume and the arrangement of its contents speak of that 
struggle. By naming it as he does and foregrounding the 
three essays which announce his concern about the mutuality 
of the two disciplines, the author has, I think, provided us 
with an index of his own development. 

That development owes as much to education as to experi- 
ence. For, in the first place, one can easily discern in Cohn’s 
writings the elements of a certain tradition which stands, 
within American anthropology, for a historicist approach to 
society and culture. Associated primatily with the work and 
ideas of A. L. Kroeber, it sets itself apart from the tendency 
to indulge in unverifiable generalizations characteristic of dif- 
fusionism at one extreme and from an obsessive commit- 
ment, at the other, to ‘a microscopic view dealing only with 
short-term change’. By contrast, this anthropology studies 
social and cultural phenomena on a larger scale and according 
to their movement within processes of long-term secular 
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change, During the inter-War period this tradition was still 
powerful enough to throw even the great Franz Boas on the 
defensive and bring him almost to the point of saying, in a 
polemic with Kroeber in the pages of the American Anthropo- 
logist (1935—36), that his want of enthusiasm for the historical 
method was due rather less to objections on epistemological 
grounds than to the inadequacy of evidence, and that in any 
case he too had used history for his anthropological studies, 
or ‘why should I have used years of my life’, he asked, ‘in 
trying to unravel the historical development of social organ- 
ization, secret societies, the spread of art forms, of folktales 
on the Northwest Coast of America’.' 

However, the tide had already turned when, in 1963, Sin- 
ger, writing in his foreword to a collection of Kroeber’s 
essays, had ruefully to acknowledge ‘the microscopic, syn- 
chronic study’ as ‘the dominant trend in social anthropolo- 
gy’, even though ‘there has also been a minority trend which 
takes history seriously’.? While many of Cohn’s contempor- 
aries, with whom he had started out in the nineteen-fifties 
with a shared sense of history, changed course in favour of 
the ‘dominant trend’, he took history seriously enough to 
adopt it almost as a second discipline. There might have been 
something in his intellectual upbringing that made him do 
so: he himself speaks of his ‘educational background’ and 
‘general interests’ as having been ‘of some help in “passing” 
as a historian’.? Or, it might have been simply his profession- 
al association with the Chicago anthropologists that 
encouraged him to remain faithful to the ‘minority trend’. 
Whatever the precise character of the influence that stimu- 
lated and nurtured the historicist strain in Cohn’s work, there 
can be no doubt about its affinity with what may be called the 
Kroeber tradition in American anthropology. 


Kroeber’s name is invoked here not only because of the strik- 
ing similarity between the title of his 1957 essay, “An Anthro- 
pologist Lceoks at History’ and that of the present volume— 
an echoing device intended perhaps to register the author’s 
tribute to a master who remains otherwise unacknowledged 
in these pages. Nor is it simply a matter of identifying an in- 
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fluence in terms of phrases or metaphors used by both 
scholars—as, for instance, when Cohn’s view of anthropolo- 
gical research as ‘based on creating data’* indexes a reference 
to Kroeber’s observation that ‘anthropology characteristical- 
ly “makes” its own documents’; or when his Anthropo- 
logyland and Historyland are seen prefigured in a geography 
of the mind outlined by his predecessor thus: ‘I think that 
most anthropologists would look on history as being a realm 
adjoining their own country, speaking a somewhat different 
dialect, governed by laws similar in intent though often 
variant in detail, and connected by innumerable ties of activ- 
ity across their joint frontier’.® 

More than anything else, Cohn’s affinity to the Kroeber 
tradition rests on this notion of a ‘joint frontier’ and its func- 
tion as the site of convergence between anthropology and his- 
tory. One can trace the emergence of this idea in Kroeber’s 
thinking over a period of four decades. It appears for the first 
time, but still rather tentatively, in the 1923 edition of his 
Anthropology. Here his search of a rôle for anthropology—‘a 
specific task and place in the sun for anthropology’, as he puts 
it—ends up by situating it between nature and nurture, at a 
point where it can function in “close contact with the organic 
and social sciences respectively, with biology and history’ in 
order to untangle and interpret ‘those ¢ phenomena into which 
both organic and social causes enter’.” The question is taken 
up again twenty-five years later when, in the revised edition 
of that work, the ‘distinctive task for anthropology’ is still 
seen as ‘the interpretation of those phenomena into which 
both innate organic factors and “social” or acquired factors 
enter or may enter’. But the author elaborates this definition 
now in two respects: first, in its scope, as he points out that 
‘ “social” refers to both social and cultural phenomena’, and 
second, in its methodological implication, which, he says, 
tilts sociocultural anthropology, distinguished clearly from 
physical anthropology, sharply away from the specializing 
procedures of biological science and inclines it towards his- 
tory, keeping it ‘occupied with trying to generalize the find- 
ings of history’. 8 Such elaborations lead eventually to that in- 
tegrated view of his later years in which culture, history and 
anthropology are brought together as inseparably related mo- 
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ments of a common project. Within that project, ‘Culture is 
the common frontier of anthropology with historiography’, 
and the two disciplines are seen as working together in order 
to ‘interweave all data on culture into a history of 
human culture’.? 

Clearly, this view of the relation between history and 
anthropology was not the only one available on that subject 
to a young scholar who, like Cohn, was about to get started 
on an academic career in the social sciences during the 
nineteen-fifties. Within American anthropology this view was 
pitted against the positivist and scientistic tendency which 
had already come to dominate anthropological research 
by this time. As a tendency in which the anti-historicist bias 
of structural-functionalism had fused with the Boasian pre- 
dilection in favour of the specific, the diverse and the small- 
scale, !? it pulled in a direction contrary, indeed hostile, to the 
Kroeber tradition. At this hour of high enthusiasm it was to 
physics rather than history that social anthropology looked 
for its inspiration. And outside the United States, too, the his- 
toricist approach was having a rough time. In France the old 
debate, associated not so long ago with Durkheim’s work, 
flared up again in the context of the structuralist intervention 
with Lévi-Strauss recommending, in effect, that the two dis- 
ciplines should work together but separately, for ‘they, share 
the same subject, which is social life; the same goal, which is a 
better understanding of man; and, in fact, the same method, 
in which only the proportion of research techniques varies’; 
and yet ‘they differ, principally, in their choice of com- 
plementary perspectives: History organizes its data in relation 
to conscious expressions of social life, while anthropology 
proceeds by examining its unconscious foundations’. ! 

Faced with such alternatives, Cohn had evidently decided to 
swim with the Kroeber current. Not an easy swim, and he 
could be caught up in an undertow, to be pulled now in one 
direction, now in another, as witness the strong synchronic 
orientation—strong enough to overcome the resistance 
generated by some key Redfieldian concepts—in the essay 
written jointly with Marriott as opposed to the undiluted his- 
toricism of the well-known essay on the initial impact of 
British rule in the Banaras region. !? By and large, however, 


INTRODUCTION xiii 


he keeps moving in midstream where anthropology and 
history converge on the study of culture, and sums up that 
experience in an agenda for anthropological history where 
the centrality of culture is clearly acknowledged. Thus, he 
writes: 
The black boxes of anthropological history are the concepts of 
event, structure and transformation. . . To classify phenomena 
at a ‘commonsense’ level is to recognize categories of events 
coded by the cultural system. An event becomes a marker within 
the cultural system. *? 


The units of study in anthropological history should be cultural 
and culturally derived: power, authority, exchange, reciprocity, 
codes of conduct, systems of social classifrcation, the construc- 
tion of time and space, rituals. One studies these in a particular 
place and over time, but the study is about the construction of 
cultural categories and the process of that construction, not about 
place and time. '4 


Historical anthropology then will be the delineation of cultures, 
the location of these in historical time through the study of 
events which affect and transform structures, and the explanation 
of the consequences of these transformations. '> 


It is difficult not to notice the family resemblance between 
such formulations and Kroeber’s view on that subject, such 
as when he observes, ‘Civilizations are construable as pre- 
cipitates of the events of history’.'© However, once these 
similarities are acknowledged and Cohn is situated within 
a particular tradition of American anthropology, the character 
and extent of his divergence too becomes quite explicit. For, 
with all his affinities, he manages to sidestep much of the 
Kroeberian metaphysics of holism, ‘patternism’, accultura- 
tion and universalism, and strikes a path which is all his 
own.’” He does so by choosing the power relations of col- 
onialism as the main discursive field for his anthropological 
history and by recognizing the ‘joint frontier’ of the two 
knowledges as one that is constituted by political culture. 


The complicity of colonialism and the social sciences is no- 
where more explicit than in anthropology. For, as Lévi- 
Strauss has observed— 
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It is the outcome of a historical process which has made the larger 

part of mankind subservient to the other. During this process 

millions of innocent human beings have had their resources plun- 

dered and their institutions and beliefs destroyed, whilst they 

themselves were ruthlessly killed, thrown into bondage, and 

contaminated by diseases they were unable to resist. Anthropo- 
_ logy is daughter to this era of violence. '® 


For anthropologists of Cohn’s generation that historical pro- 
cess had culminated in the supreme violence of the Second 
World War, with some of the colonialist powers of Western 
Europe being themselves colonized for a time by one of their 
number and some of the Asian peoples throwing off the 
colonial yoke in the midst of revolutions and civil wars. The 
colonial encounter, so germane to anthropology, was drama- 
tized for Americans when, writes Cohn, ‘suddenly in 1942 
[they] had to confront “the others” on an unprecedented scale, 
and the concept of culture was drafted to help the war 
effort’.!? And immediately after the War the ‘continuing 
strategic, economic and political interests’ of the United 
States involved the discipline in the so-called area programmes 
as ‘anthropologists responded to this idea of areal knowledge 
by adapting their traditional method, fieldwork. . . to the 
challenge of studying great civilizations’.”° | 
The ‘great civilization’ Cohn had set out to study was, on 
its part, caught up in the most serious crisis of its career—the 
crisis of decolonization. For, during his student days, in 
1949-54, South Asian society was still quite vividly and pain- 
fully scored by the effects of war, famine and the Quit India 
movement, compounded by those of the partition riots, re- 
fugee exodus and the transfer of power. No contemporary 
development was comprehensible without a recall of this 
trauma which mediated all that was in the making by all that 
had been, all the evolving present and future of an indepen- 
dent India by its colonial past. Thus the anthropologist had 
history thrust upon him, and the object of his study, the spá- 
tial other, was thoroughly penetrated by the temporal other: ”? 
The strength and distinction of Cohn’s work lie in the fact 
that unlike some of his professional colleagues he did not pre- 
tend that an interpenetration of this order had not occurred, 
or that it would go away if only one kept. one’s head buried in 
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a synchronic dune on a microscopic site. On the contrary, he. 
confronted the problem directly as a question of power ar- 
ticulated in the historical relationship of rulers and the ruled. 

In the nineteen-fifties that question could nowhere be stu- 
died to better advantage than in Uttar Pradesh (UP). Thanks 
to its importance as the traditional power base of the ruling 
Congress party and the personal power base of its charisma- 
tic leader, Jawaharlal Nehru, its proximity to Delhi and sen- 
sitivity to shifts in the complex political alignments at the 
capital, and its privileged position as the beneficiary of all that 
the rulers did for their constituents at the uppermost levels of 
the regional society, this was a part of India where an obser- 
ver could document and assess the small-scale structures and 
movements of rural and urban power relations more easily 
and comprehensibly than perhaps anywhere else in the sub- 
continent at this time. By choosing a village in that state for, 
his fieldwork (or was the choice, I wonder, made for him, as 
is often done for most research students, by the contingencies 
of supervision, funding and orientation of undergraduate 
courses?) Cohn acquired for himself a ringside view of the 
contemporary play between the old and the new in time, and 
between the local and the national in space. 

His perception of one of the critical moments of that drama 
is recorded here in his studies of the agrarian problem. He 
was by no means the only scholar to address this question, 
for it recurs often as a theme of much academic writing, espe- 
cially in dissertations and monographs on economic history, 
during the two decades after Independence. Most of this was 
stimulated no doubt by the impact of the Zamindari Aboli- 
tion Act on the economy and society of rural UP and conse- 
quently on the political behaviour of its country electorates— 
a matter which was then of considerable interest to social sci- 
entists, as witness the numerous discussions of voting be- 
haviour in the contemporary literature on Indian politics and 
anthropology. But in Cohn’s work these agrarian changes 
served as a cue not for psephology, but, characteristically, for 
history. The first phase of post-colonial India reminded him, 
in this respect, of the inauguration of colonial rule, “The only 
comparable period of rapid social and economic change that 
Eastern UP went through , he wrote in 1960, ‘was during the 
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first twenty years of British rule from 1795 to 1815.7? 

Readers will find many references to that period in these 
pages, and especially in the two magisterial surveys (‘The Ini- 
tial British Impact on India: A Case Study of the Benares Re- 
gion’ and ‘Structural Change in Indian Rural Society’) of the 
nature and effects of the reorganization of landed property in 
the Banaras region under the raj. Each of these is a fine exam- 
ple of the historian’s craft in its compilation, interrogation 
and use of evidence (the second of the two essays mentioned 
above is a tour de force in this sense), and in its skill of combin- 
ing a long narrative line with probing analysis. But even 
more than these, it is the kind of questions which the author 
asks that lends these studies their particular distinction. For, 
in the nineteen-sixties when they were written, exercises of 
this genre were still mainly concerned with the administra- 
tive and economic aspects of British land revenue policy. 
Cohn’s work breaks new ground in two respects. In the first 
place, unlike most other scholars engaged at this time in the 
study of the revenue history of UP, he works on a regional 
rather than a provincial scale, and I see in this an attempt to 
combine the social anthropologist’s preference for spatial 
concentration with the historian’s for a view of secular 
change. Secondly, his account of the ‘extensive and melan- 
choly revolution in the landed property of the country’ goes 
much further than most other exercises in its application of 
the anthropological method to history as he formulates a part 
of his problematic in terms of the relation of landed propefty 
to lineage territory and connects the phenomenon of land 
alienation to caste and community structures in a brilliantly 
executed series of case studies. A great deal that has happend 
during the last fifteen years in the orientation and content of 
research on Indian social history testifies to the influence of 
his pioneering work. 


If the changes brought about by colonial rule in the struc- 
ture of landed property are noticed in these essays as a record 
of seismic movements in the material base of Indian society, 
the intrusion of British law represents here a corresponding 
movement in the superstructure. The two are by no means 
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unrelated. On the contrary, they figure in Cohn’s work as 
complementary and essential conditions for the emergence of 
a colonial state. ‘One of the first problems confronting a col- 
onial power after establishing de facto or de jure sovereignty 
over a new territory is’, according to him, ‘to set up proce- 
dures for settling disputes arising within the dominated soci- 
ety, and to establish a whole range of rights in relation to 
property and obligations of individuals and groups to one 
another and to the state’.? Since the problem is central to 
Cohn’s interest in the early history of colonial state formation 
in South Asia, he returns to it again and again in his essays, 
and especially in three of those which are addressed to that 
particular theme in this volume. Read together as closely 
related parts of a single intervention, they have a good deal 
of insight to offer into the manner and substance of his 
argument. | 

In manner, they demonstrate how history and anthropolo- 
gy are made to work together in the development of his argu- 
ment. One of the essays, ‘From Indian Status to British Con- 
tract’, is written in the historical mode, and another, ‘Anthro- 
pological Notes on Disputes and Law in North 
India’, in the anthropological. The third, ‘Some Notes on 
Law and Change in North India’, published in 1959 and chro- 
nologically the first of the series, shows clearly where one 
mode takes over from the other as the author interrupts the 
description of dispute settlement in the ‘little kingdom’ of his 
part of rural UP to say, 


Thus far I have been writing as if the village and little kingdom 
were unchanging isolated units, unaffected by outside events in 
North Indian society. Obviously this was not the case . . . The 
description I have given is an abstraction and to some extent a 
caricature; . . . since the establishment of British rule in the late 
eighteenth century, a number of developments have markedly 
changed the relationships within the village. 


At this point in the relay of the argument the baton can be seen 
clearly to pass on from anthropology to history. Here, it 
seems to me, synchrony has used a coiled abstraction in order 
to release and deploy the force of diachrony to greater effect. 
The emphasis on the moments of relative isolation and 
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changelessness does not amount, in my reading, to a ‘carica- 
ture’ at all (as the author suggests in self-deprecation), but to a 
necessary and successful discursive strategy for the repre- 
sentation of change caused by colonial rule. 

In this essay, as in the other two of this group, that change 
is said to have been epitomized by law at the level of culture. 
Law was the site where the indigenous culture of dominance 
and subordination, as it was expressed in the local institutions 
and procedures of dispute settlement, came into contact with 
the political culture of colonialism articulated, at the level of 
the state, in the judicial apparatus and legal processes of the 
raj as well as in its supra-local laws and regulations. The re- 
sult, says Cohn, was a conflict of values. There was nothing 
in their own ideals and practices relating to law and justice 
that could make Indians understand and put to a proper use 
such British ‘jural postulates’ as the notion of equality in the 
eyes of the law, the difference between contract and status, 
the importance of delimiting adjudication to one case at a 
time without any regard for its antecedents, the need for 
positive decisions, and so on.** The confusion created for the 
colonized by the operations of a legal system based on such 
postulates was further compounded by the deficiencies of the 
colonizers themselves as 


the British judges struggled with inadequate training, lack of 
knowledge and/or sympathy with Indians and Indian culture, 
poorly written laws, a court procedure alien to the people who 
used it, perjury, forgery, corrupt assistants, and the vexation ofa 
difficult climate and being cut off from their home society.” 


The outcome of all this was a clash of cultures, which was 
symptomatic of a fundamental contradiction in the power re- 
lations of the colonial system itself. 


It is my thesis [writes Cohn] that the present attitude of the 
Indian peasant was an inevitable consequence of the British deci- 
sion to establish courts in India patterned on British procedural 
law. The way a people settles disputes is part of its social struc- 
ture and value system. In attempting to introduce British pro- 
cedural law into their Indian courts, the British confronted the 
Indians with a situation in which there was a direct clash of the 
values of the two societies; and the Indians in response thought 
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only of manipulating the new situation and did not use the courts 
to settle disputes but only to further them.” 


The study of law thus leads Cohn to the historic paradox 
of colonialism—the paradox that law, intended to serve as a 
basic defining principle of colonial rule, indeed as a primary 
signifier of British dominance in the subcontinent corres- 
ponding in function and structure to the hegemonic signifier 
of Rule of Law in metropolitan Britain, became itself an in- 
strument of misunderstanding about the very nature of that 
dominance. Caught up in this paradox, the two constituents 
of the colonial power relationship would henceforth simply 
go on reciprocating a mutual miscognition, reproducing the 
distortions of the ruler’s knowledge of the ruled, and vice 
versa, in a discourse without end. 

Law emerges thus from these studies wearing the sahib’s 
topee rather than the judge’s wig, travesti, so to say, as the fi- 
gure of a historic travesty—the travesty of colonialist know- 
ledge. But it was not the only epistemic formation to bend in 
the light of that concave universe of power. There is a recog- 
nition in Cohn’s writings, almost from the very beginning, 
that the colonizer’s knowledge of the colonized was not and 
could never be neutral to the relation of dominance and sub- 
ordination which bound them together. This connection is 
noticed again and again in many of the essays written in the 
years 1959-68. He describes, documents and analyses it, 
sometimes in passing and sometimes in the substantive part 
of an argument. It is a matter he never allows to slip out of 
purview. On the contrary, it features in his discussion of ev- 
ery important aspect of colonial rule—whether it relates to 
the question of landed property or administration of justice, 
caste structure or recruitment to the bureaucracy. These ex- 
ercises culminate in the well-known ‘Notes on the History of 
the Study of Indian Society and Culture’ (1968), where he de- 
monstrates how an official view of caste, a Christian mission- 
ary view of Hinduism, and an Orientalist view of Indian 
society as a ‘static, timeless, spaceless’ and internally undiffe- 
rentiated monolith (a condition which was to be theorized a 
decade later by Edward Said) were all produced by the com- 
plicity of knowledge and power. 
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It is hardly possible not to notice the idea of anthropologic- 
al history already prefigured in this recognition of compli- 
city. For colonialism which exemplifies, for the author, the 
liaison of knowledge and power, is acknowledged by him as 
‘one of the primary subject matters of an historical anthro- 
pology or an anthropological history’. By adopting the ‘his- 
torical mode’, he says, anthropology shifts away ‘from the 
objectification of social life to a study of its constitution and 
construction’ in culture. And since the process of cultural 
construction is best ‘studied through representations—those 
situations, to follow Durkheim, in which some members of 
society represent their theories and systems of classifications 
and constructs to themselves and others’, the colonial situa- 
tion must be regarded as an ideal field for such studies. 
Anthropological history will thus develop as a study of poli- 
tical culture, a culture of power relations, constructed by the 
interaction of colonizer and colonized in the specific form of 
the self-representation of each to the other. 


Anthropological ‘others’ are part of the colonial world [writes 
Cohn]. In the historical situation of colonialism, both white rul- 
ers and indigenous peoples were constantly involved in repre- 
senting to each other what they were doing. Whites everywhere 
came into other people’s worlds with models and logics, means 
of representation, forms of knowledge and action, with which 
they adapted to the construction of new environments, peopled 
by new ‘others’. By the same token those ‘others’ had to restruc- 
ture their worlds to encompass the fact of white domination and 
their own powerlessness.” 


It follows, therefore, that according to this approach the 
interpenetration of power and knowledge constitutes the 
very fabric of colonialism. They generate and sustain each 
other in a relationship of mutuality which does not allow 
itself to be viewed either as a case of ‘culture contact’ or ‘im- 
pact’, or as a phenomenon to be treated in terms of ‘a metho- 
dology that seeks to sort what is introduced from what is 
indigenous.” This methodological point is of the utmost 
significance for our understanding of Cohn’s own develop- 
ment. For, by affirming it, he distances himself quite clearly 
from his previous position, where it was precisely in these 
terms that the collusion of knowledge and power had been 
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viewed so far in most of his work. Thus, that important dis- 
cussion of ‘value conflict’ in ‘Some Notes on Law and 
Change in North India’ (1959) was evidently based on a dis- 
tinction between the ‘introduced’ and ‘indigenous’ elements 
in each aspect of that conflict, as shown below in the author’s 


own words: 


Introduced 


‘Basic to British law is the idea 
of equality of the individual be- 
fore the law’ 


‘decisions of the court based on 
ideas of contract’ 


Central to British law is the ne- 
cessity of a decision’ 


‘The British court . . . can déal 
only with the specific case pre- 
sented by the contending par- 


Indigenous 


‘North Indian society operates 
on the reverse value hypothesis: 
men are not born equal’ 

‘Indian peasant society ... 
largely dominated by values 
surrounding the concept of sta- 
tus’ 

‘the indigenous adjudication 
procedure of India is geared to 
postponing a clear-cut decision 
as long as possible’ 


‘A specific case does not stand 
alone, but is usually part of a 
string of disputes’ 


ties’ 


These distinctions are summarized in almost identical 
terms some years later in ‘Anthropological Notes on Dis- 
putes and Law in North India.’?? However, when he returns 
to the question of the relationship of law and state after the 
lapse of over a decade, it is by an altogether different route. 
That relationship is now studied not so much in terms of the 
pragmatics of adjudication as in those of an epistemological 
intervention in the form of a cultural construct. Knowledge 
of various kinds help in this construct, but Orientalism, 
which was hitherto regarded as only one of several idioms 
and associated, on the whole, with a set of ideas and attitudes 
peculiar to some individuals and institutions like William 
Jones and the Fort William College, assumes now a central, 
indeed paradigmatic importance as the colonialist knowledge 
par excellence. Above all, law, thus construed, emerges clearly 
as an integral moment of the British perception of their own 
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status as that of rulers and civilizers, and of the Indians’ view 
of thernselves as a subject people. 

These and some of the other ideas which inform Cohn’s 
most recent approach—the approach of anthropological 
history——to questions of law and state in colonial India may 
be seen at work in the following extracts taken from two 
essays (one of them, alas, not included in this volume) writ- 
ten since 1980. 


In 1772 Warren Hastings, Governor of Bengal . . . decided as part 
of a plan for the governance of this territory that the East India 
Company’s courts would administer Hindu law for Hindus and 
Muslim law for Muslims. This decision had ramifying consequ- 
ences which eventually led to the notion that Indian civilization 
was founded on particular Sanskrit texts. By the middle of the 
nineteenth century these were conceived to be the very embodi- 
ment of an authentic India. The idea of the primacy of the Sans- 
kritic component in Indian civilization then became the determi- 
nant of action, policy and structure, not only for the rulers but for 
many of the ruled. What had been fluid, complex, even unstruc- 
tured, became fixed, objective, tangible. 

The establishment of such a cultural construct has a duration 
and chronology of its own, related to but often independent of 
other constructs. What had been a decision taken at a particular 
time, for what the actors thought to be pragmatic reasons and 
which is therefore explicable in those terms, had a consequence 
which wholly transcended its origins. What had been a dependent 
variable—the result of an action through time—became an inde- 
pendent variable and the determinant of action.” 


Hastings was to encourage a group of younger servants of the 
Company to study the ‘classical’ languages of India, Sanskrit, Per- 
sian and Arabic, as part of a mixed scholarly and pragmatic pro- 
ject aimed at creating a body of knowledge which could be util- 
ized in the effective control of Indian society. What Hastings was 
trying to do was to enable the British to define what was Indian 
and to create a system of rule which would be congruent with 
what was thought to be indigenous institutions. Yet this system 
of rule was to be run by Englishmen and had to take into account 
British ideas of justice, and the proper discipline, forms of defer- 
ence and demeanor, which should mark the relations between rul- 
ers and ruled.’ 


The notion of anthropological history may thus be said to 
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be symptomatic of an epistemological shift in Cohn’s own 
work. A shift, rather than a break or a leap, it operates more 
like a process of tearing away, with some of the ligaments 
still dripping with ideas pertaining to a previous theoretical 
stance, as the argument, in his most recent writings, uses the 
new concept to open up important and unexplored vistas on 
the much surveyed site of caste structure and census classifi- 
cation, as in “The Census, Social Structure and Objectification 
in South Asia’ (1984), or recover and assemble hitherto unre- 
searched archival material to generate brilliant insights into 
the semiotics of imperialism, as in ‘Representing Authority 
in Victorian India’ (1983). To acknowledge this complex 
movement in Cohn’s orientation—an epistemic reorientation 
of increasing importance for his work—is to appreciate the 
value of this retrospective collection as more than the sum of 
its itemized contents. For what these add up to is the record 
of an intellectual development. 

That development augurs well for South Asian studies. It 
undermines the narrow, positivist approach to colonialism in 
terms of a study of its institutional structure alone. By de- 
monstrating the complicity of knowledge and power, it also 
shows how hollow it is to credit the ideological apparatus of 
British rule in the subcontinent with the virtues of an altruis- 
tic intervention. Above all, it affirms the character of the In- 
dian past as an open text amenable to an infinite number of 
new readings. For colonialism, conceptualized by anthropo- 
logical history ‘as a situation in which the European colonial- 
ist and the indigene are united in one analytic field’,°? corres- 
ponds, in discursive terms, to the unity of writer and reader 
in a textual field. The ‘analytic field’, where the colonizer and 
the colonized unite in an exchange of mutual self- 
representation, is constituted by differences insofar as each 
party is engaged in addressing its other, and the disciplines of 
history and anthropology, fused now in anthropological his- 
tory, introduce their own differential representations as they 
investigate the phenomena of temporal and spatial otherness 
in that field. This is one of those instances where ‘we are deal- 
ing’, as Lévi-Strauss has observed, ‘with systems of repre- 
sentations which differ for each member of the group and 
which, on the whole, differ from the representations of the 
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investigator’.°> Consequently, meaning emerges from this 
field out of the relativities of an infinite variance, just as it 
does from the countless number of possible readings of any 
given text. 

Anthropological history; if it remains faithful to this con- 
cept of a relativity of representation within the cultural con- 
struct of colonialism, will make it impossible for its meaning 
to be scooped out and exhausted by any singular reading on 
the part of individuals, ideologies or institutions. If this fu- 
sion of the two great academic disciplines succeeds in de- 
veloping investigative and narrative methods which are 
adequate to its concept, it will textualize the historic experi- 
ence of colonialism and generate what Barthes has called ‘a 
kind of metonymic skid’, so_that each operation, even as it 
nominates a theme for itself, will by that very act constitute 
and posit another.** The sanctity of all established rubrics of 
course-work teaching and research will be violated again and 
again by the impact of that ‘expanding nomination’. There 
will be no end to the questioning and thematization of the 
colonial past, no containing of that irrepressibly plural text 
within the departmental boundaries of any particular read- 
ing. Bernard S. Cohn’s work points thus towards a direction 
where a robust hedonism of the mind will again animate the 
field of South Asian studies by a new sense of wonder and the 
play of an insatiable doubt. 
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An Anthropologist among the 
Historians: A Field Study* 


Over the last twenty-five years, there have been a number of 
efforts to bring together historians and anthropologists and 
to merge the approaches and methods of the two fields in a 
fruitful collaboration in teaching and research. This effort has 
at times been marked by success, but my impression after ten 
years as a student and practitioner in both fields is that 
anthropologists and historians still stand far apart in what 
they do and how they do it. In fact I feel strongly that both 
fields are entering one of the recurrent phases of nativism, 
and that the climate for collaboration is somewhat chilly. I 
hope this is merely a reflection of my own limited experi- 
ence, but as I will argue in the following discussion, I think it 
springs from the nature of the two disciplines and the profes- 
sional personality that is moulded by the research process in 
the two fields. What follows is a report of the field work of a 
social anthropologist who lived and worked among histo- 
rians as a participant observer. It will become apparent that, 
as is the case with most anthropologists who live among the 
natives in the bush, I have not lost my own basic values; but I 
hope I have developed a sympathy for the culture of the peo- 
ple I have studied. As often happens in an ethnography, there 
is a comparison with the ethnographer’s own society and 


* This essay was first published in The South Atlantic Quarterly, vol. ixa, 
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culture, and it may tell us as much about the ethnographer’s 
culture as about the culture he is trying to describe. 


THE PROBLEM AND THE APPROACH 


This is a description of the society and culture of historians. 
My field work was carried out over a continuous three-year 
period in the United States (largely the Midwest), Great Bri- 
tain (London), and India (primarily Delhi, Allahabad, and 
Lucknow). The principal segment of the society studied was 
historians of India. Admittedly this segment has characteris- 
tics which differentiate it from other segments of the society, 
but these characteristics may illuminate the society as a whole. 

The method of field work was participant observation. I 
tried to function as a historian. I worked next to historians in 
libraries and archives and participated in seminars with pro- 
fessional historians. I attended meetings of historians and for 
a year had an appointment in a history department, teaching 
history courses to undergraduate and graduate students. I 
have visited history departments to be interviewed ‘for 
permanent teaching positions. During this time I did research 
which required me to use historical documents in a way 
acceptable to historians. I had to grapple with a historian’s 
technical problems—locating, identifying, classifying, edit- 
ing, and analysing documents. However, beyond this level I 
had hoped to treat the material differently from the manner 
of a historian. I wanted to treat the materials of history the 
way an anthropologist treats his field notes. 

My educational background and my general interests were 
of some help in my ‘passing’ as a historian. I was an under- 
graduate major in history and have always continued to read 
history for amusement. I do not feel, however, that I was 
ever completely accepted in the society, even though I did 
not have the social visibility of a fair-skinned anthropologist 
working among dark skinned people. For a time I could pass, 
but when discussion went on from the mechanics of research 
to the goals of research, my intellectual differences stood 
forth glaringly. This, then, is the record of a sympathetic 
outsider who usually recognized the fact that he was an 
outsider. 
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THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE 


In their professional capacities historians are found in three 
places: libraries and archives, classrooms, and their offices. 
Their most characteristic environment is the library. My ex- 
perience was limited to one variety of library—the specialized 
depository of books and records of one region. The variety 
was represented by the India Office Library. Here twenty to 
thirty historians and a few others sit side by side, day after 
day, poring through manuscript materials. In the India 
Office, the whole atmosphere reeks of historicity. The histo- 
rians read the records of the meetings of the owners of the 
East India Company under a large clock which for 120 years 
graced the meeting room of the directors of the East India 
Company. In the halls are statues and busts of people whose 
minutes and reports the historians read and whose ideas and 
activities supply the reasons for their poring through the re- 
cords. One’s initial entry into the society of historians in the 
archives is likely to be through the circumstance that some- 
one else has a volume that you need. Is he working on the 
same subject that you are? Will his work block yours? Or is 
his work peripheral to yours? Will his work in the records 
provide a path for you? You gingerly sound out the holder of 
the volume you want and usually find that he is working on a 
different but related subject. Most likely the difference is 
chronological: he needs the records because they cover the 
end of his period and you are planning to begin at this point. 
But a bond is formed. First the interaction consists of the ex- 
change of irrelevant or widely-known citations. Someone 
working on a closely allied subject rarely tells you his best 
finds. You must wait until he publishes and you can trace his 
footnotes legitimately. Similarly, you may wait until he pub- 
lishes and you review his book to hit him with an important 
but little-known document or reference that you have found. 
Nonetheless, contact with a man working on a related area is 
very satisfying. He knows in detail what you are talking ab- 
out. He too has become intrigued with a person who only 
gets one line in the Cambridge History of India. He too under- 
stands that a particular minor policy decision made in Lon- 
don was the result of a feud between the Court of Directors 
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and the Governor-General. With this man you don’t have to 
rationalize working on what may seem a minor point. You 
don’t have to struggle to relate your research to the period or 
general movement in history you are concerned with. You 
can talk about trivia to your heart’s content. 

Gradually you begin to differentiate among your fellow 
historians in the library. You know in a general way what 
they are working on. Most importantly this means what 
period. Among historians of modern India a thirty- or forty- 
year period is considered a breathtaking sweep. Most work is 
on an eight- or ten-year period: the few years before, during, 
and after a particular viceroyalty or the establishment of Brit- 
ish rule in a province; or the formative period of a nationalist 
organization. The limitation of the period of study is a func- 
tion of the environment, broadly conceived. The East India 
Company and Crown records for India are voluminous. The 
records of one department in the Governor-General’s Council 
in the late eighteenth century may run as much as three 
thousand pages, and indexes may be faulty or non-existent. 
Therefore if a study is to be based on primary materials it 
must be severely limited in time and scope. 

In addition to the other historians, the environment in- 
cludes librarians, record keepers, and attendants, all of whom 
are sources of discussion for the working historian. 

The second principal place where the historian is found is 
in his office in the university. Characteristically he has many 
more books than the anthropologist has in his office. His 
office lacks the touch of the exotic which the anthropologist 
cultivates—a human brain pan to hold matches, an Indian 
print, a photograph of the field. The historian dresses to 
blend into a generalized gentlemanly environment. His 
clothes tend to be in the current style of the intellectual and 
academic heart of his country: flannels, three-button jackets, 
a minimum of padding, foulard or rep ties. His hair is 
fashionably short. In England, historians have longer hair 
and dark suits or tweeds on the Oxford model. Most anthro- 
pologists are not so stylishly dressed, and they manage to 
keep some symbol of the exotic about them—a Thai raw silk 
tie, a topaz ring, an Andean hat. Hair is likely to be uncut and 
shoes unshined. Those who have spent time in the American 
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Southwest may wear blue work shirts and heavy shoes. The 
speech and vocabulary of the historian will approximate the 
current academic standard. Anthropologists cultivate and 
maintain a regional accent, and may sprinkle their speech 
with profanity or localisms, as well as terms picked up in the 
culture they studied. Historians carefully pronounce French, 
German, or Italian words with the proper accent; anthropo- 
logists pronounce occasional Arabic, Chinese, or Hindi 
words with their proper accents. 

A third environment of the historian is the classroom. The 
structure is known and fixed: a platform, a table or lectern, 
and students slightly below and in front. To this bare en- 
vironment he brings his maps and often a pile of books. He is 
comfortable standing for an hour in front of a class and talk- 
ing, occasionally rummaging through papers and referring to 
and quoting from his books. His lecture notes tend to be 
well-organized, and once they are written they can be added 
to systematically. 

Anthropologists are slightly uncomfortable in the clas- 
sroom. Some pace to and fro; some sit on tables; some sit 
among the students. The anthropologist’s lecture notes are 
on scraps of paper and backs of envelopes. His lecture notes 
don’t represent a fixed capital which he adds to from time to 
time. He is always short on lecture notes. He encourages di- 
versionary discussion, and, no matter what the lecture topic, 
he can usually introduce some anecdotal material from his 
field work. The historian has trouble finishing in the period 
of time which the course is supposed to cover; the anthropo- 
logist usually has to fill in the end of his course with student 
reports. Often the anthropologist strives to bring the field 
into the classroom, with slides, photographs, and parapher- 
nalia of the people he is discussing. In extreme situations, he 
may confront his class with a live member of the society. 


WORK AND ECONOMICS 


Obviously, conditions of work shape the professional per- 
sonality and the society of historians. Most discussions of 
co-operation between anthropologists and historians con- 
centrate on the selection and framing of the problem and the 
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final write-up of the research findings. But they largely 
ignore the differences in the actual carrying out of the research. 
The similarities between the two disciplines are clear at the 
two ends of the research process. The desire for co-operation 
founders at the crucial point of doing research. 

In loose terms, research in history is based on finding data; 
research in anthropology is based on creating data. Obvious- 
ly the historian has to find the sources on which to base his 
research. If he cannot find them, then no matter how good 
his ideas are or how well thought through the problem is on 
which he wants to work, he cannot do the research. My 
suspicion is that most historical research is done because 
there is a known body of source material available. The 
anthropologist, on the other hand, often is interested in a 
problem, descriptive or theoretical, and the question is then 
one of deciding what types of materials he will need for pur- 
suing the problem. In general, when the historian sets out to 
do research, he knows what he is going to find—the basic 
outline of the course of events is known. The known course 
of events sets his general framework of study. He then looks 
for particular information which will help him draw his pic- 
ture of how the events took place. He constantly relates bits 
to a general picture, but it is a general-to-particular approach. 

The anthropologist learns about the particular first, and his 
major effort is to put the particular observed or elicited pieces 
of information into a general framework. He is suspicious of 
general statements—either those given by his informants in 
the form of ‘we do thus and thus’ and, increasingly in recent 
years, those of fellow anthropologists when they Cescribe a 
people who ‘do thus and thus.” Rather he wants to know 
what specific members of the society do in specific situations. 
The general for the anthropologist is an abstraction built 
from many observations. His field work is essentially a pro- 
cess of observing detail and mentally constructing an abstrac- 
tion under which he can subsume the particular observed 
phenomena. He then tests his abstraction with as many new 
particulars as he can, alters or rejects it in terms of more par- 
ticulars, and so on until his patience or his grant run out. 

I think the difference between how anthropologists and 
historians work and how each thinks the other works is the 
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root of many of the false stereotypes they have of each other 
and of the conflicts between them. Historians often think that 
anthropologists are bound by their methodology and their 
analytic models and that because of this they pay little atten- 
tion to facts in their contexts. On the other hand anthropo- 
logists think that historians have a firm grip on facts and have 
no analytic models. With regard to the actual process of re- 
search, as opposed to talking about it or writing it up, these 
stereotypes are wrong. It is more likely that, before he does 
his field work, the anthropologist has no model of what he 
will find or its significance. He constructs a model of the 
structure of a particular society or segment of a society by fit- 
ting together the facts he has collected in his field work. He 
then fits this model into a general theory or model or society. 

A historian starts with a°model of what cultures and 
societies are and how they work. He continually fits his facts 
into this model, even though at a common-sense level. He 
finishes his research by presenting a monograph about a 
period, an event, a movement, or a personality, which leaves 
out any discussion of the model which he was using. The 
anthropologist writes as though the model were always 
there. He tries to be as explicit as possible about what the 
model is, but tells us little about how he arrived at it. 

The value and importance of working from the general to 
the particular can be seen when a historian or an anthropo- 
logist using documents tries to work from the particular to 
the general, as he does if he works in the field of social his- 
tory. In working with judicial records for a local region in In- 
dia, I felt hampered by not knowing the people I was dealing 
with, except from what was in the record. Simple questions 
with regard to the litigants, the lawyers, the judge, and the 
witnesses, about their ages, their social and economic sta- 
tuses, and their formal and informal relations to each other, 
could be answered only if the same individuals appeared in 
other cases or if other materials were available which gave in- 
formation about them. Such questions can often be quickly 
answered in the field, but not in the library. The problem is 
much simplified if one works from the general to the particu- 
lar. If you know in a general way what the leading events of 
the viceroyalty of Ripon were, you have a firm anchorage. 
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Although you may have the problem of understanding 
Ripon’s motivation or the reason for a particular policy or 
act, you are not faced with the tantalizing problem of know- 
ing who Ripon was. 

Basic to the anthropologist’s manner of working is his 
faith that the particular can be built into a system which will 
account for the particular. The historian often depreciates the 
significance of systems or believes that policies, relationships, 
cultures, and structures are the result of capricious events— 
e.g. Cleopatra’s nose. I think this attitude is a tesult of the 
fact that the historian can assume the system. His system 
comprises events which can be placed in chronological order; 
this makes it, for most historians, history. The anthropolog- 
ist must create a new system of ordering his observations 
with each piece of research. 

The anthropologist says he starts work with a problem. He 
wants to understand the connections between a system of su- 
pernatural belief and the means of settling disputes in a par- 
ticular society. Or he wants to know why parallel-cousin 
marriage leads to political instability among the Bedouin. Or 
how industrialization has affected the Maya Indians. He may 
also like the Bedouin, or think the climate of Guatemala will 
be nice, or he may want to get away from a nagging dean. 
But if he is asked, he can tell you what his problem is. An 
anthropologist usually tries to put his problem in a theoretic- 
al framework; when a historian speaks of a problem, he may 
mean a simple descriptive one. A historian may begin with a 
gap in the study of a particular period or event. Or perhaps 
no good biography of Malthus has been done. Or the papers 
of Sir John Lawrence have just been catalogued and are avail- 
able to scholars. Or no one has written the history of the rail- 
ways in France between 1860 and 1870. If after he starts he 
finds that someone else is working on the material, he will 
probably stop. Some historians use the correspondence col- 
umns of the Times Literary Supplement to put fences around 
their research questions with the innocent statement ‘I am 
working on a biography of Lord William Bentinck and 
would appreciate information about any uncatalogued letters 
received or sent by him.’ This is more than a request for in- 
formiation; it is a warning as well. Some anthropologists are 
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also concerned with people working in their fields. But in re- 
cent years replication studies have shown more and more the 
possibility of multiple explanations. As they become more 
aware of the complexities of ‘simple’ societies, anthropolog- 
ists welcome others in their fields or even their villages, as 
support for their own work. 

A historian is usually regular in his work habits. The arc- 
hives are open only certain hours. If he is working from pub- 
lished materials, copies, or microfilm in his own office or at 
home, he can stop when he wants. An anthropologist often 
works in great bursts. He is in the hands of the people he is 
studying. If they have a thirty-hour festival, he tries to cover 
as much of it as he can. If the society has great periods of lei- 
sure during one season of the year, this will be a busy time 
for him, since he can talk with people who might otherwise 
be occupied with work. Ifhe is in a village for only a year, he 
can’t afford to miss a ceremony which occurs only once a 
year. Similarly, if the people are very busy during one season 
with a regular, repetitive activity, such as ploughing or har- 
vesting, and he has made a series of observations of this activ- 
ity, he may rest for days on end. An anthropologist’s door is 
rarely closed. He won’t turn away an informant. If some- 
thing happens, he wants to know about it and be there to see 
it. His meal schedule, sleeping schedule, and work schedule 
are constantly being changed to adapt to the people he is 
studying. In the field, the anthropologist is driven by a sense 
of urgency. This urgency is heightened by the realization that 
there are always more situations to observe and more in- 
formation to be gained. His data, since in a sense he creates 
them, are limitless. There is rarely a known ending for re- 
search other than that which is imposed by the anthropolog- 
ist himself or by the foundation supporting him. 

In some situations a historian has a finite body of material 
to be covered—the papers in a particular library or every 
known document on a particular place at a particular time. A 
historian can do an exhaustive study, since only a certain 
number of documents can survive. His work can be stan- 
dard, in the sense that he has gone through all the sources. Ifa 
historian works on a recent period, or on one in which the 
documentation is voluminous, he may be tortured by the 
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feeling that he has much to do to turn over every piece of evi- 
dence. But he works on the assumption that it is theoretically 
possible to finish. Out of the field, barring special circumst- 
ances, an anthropologist can’t collect more data. He spends 
his time filing, copying, and indexing his notes. Judging 
from my own experience, my suspicion is that the most 
anthropologists have enormous files of notes and slim files of 
finished manuscripts and publications. A historian, if he can 
satisfy himself that he has turned over the last document, is 
willing to get down to the task of writing a finished work on 
his research. I suspect that there is a higher return in the form 
of end product among historians. I think the most enjoyable 
phase of historical work is putting together on paper the re- 
sults of the sifting. Most anthropologists like doing field 
work, but dread the task of working up the results of their re- 
search. 

I think the economic systems of the two disciplines are as 
essentially different as the styles of work. The market of the 
historian in academic work in much larger. The vast majority 
of the 1,900 universities and colleges in this country have his- 
tory departments. I doubt that ten per cent of these colleges 
and universities have anthropologists on their faculties, let 
alone departments of anthropology. Yet the anthropologist, 
by and large, feels he lives in an expanding universe. The 
historian lives in a stable or even contracting one. Also, the 
sheer number of historians and history departments increases 
the possibility that a historian will find himself in a second- 
or third-rate institution. Jobs are plentiful, but poor jobs are 
equally plentiful. An anthropologist feels that he has extra- 
academic alternatives. Traditionally there have been 
museums and, since the thirties, the government; and in the 
last ten years, anthropologists have increasingly found 
alternative career patterns, collaborating in research with 
psychologists, medical doctors, educators, and others. True, 
the historian has alternatives as well—libraries, government 
service, academic administration—but in the training of a 
historian the assumption is that he will inevitably be a teacher 
of history in an academic institution. The training of histo- 
rians therefore emphasizes the necessity of fitting into a 
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teaching situation. Often, even at the best graduate schools, 
the model of the history department the young Ph.D. will go 
to is a depressing one, in which the specialist in modern 
European history will have to teach courses in American his- 
tory and the specialist in Asian history may end up teaching 
anything but his speciality. As a result, historians often study 
many things which are of little value to them in their 
development as scholars. They take courses that they will 
some day have to teach. It is assumed that the young teacher 
is better off with a stack of notes from his professor on 
which to base his course so that he will not have to start from 
scratch. 

One of the depressing things I have noticed in working in a 
history department, knowing historians, and guiding gradu- 
ate students of history, is the overwhelming vocational 
orientation they have. The graduate student in history 
appears to have little sense of participating in an intellectual 
adventure. Mountain climbers climb mountains because 
‘they are there.’ History students take courses because they 
are there and because examinations have to be passed. In 
graduate school one seems to spend most of one’s time learn- 
ing the content of a number of regional histories. A history 
student takes a course not because of the ability or insights of 
the professor or for the approaches, problems, or ideas which 
he may gain from the course to bring to his own research, 
but because he will be examined, and largely on content. His 
training in historical methods consists largely of developing 
his ability to write footnotes in proper form, to make bib- 
liographies, and to examine and weigh evidence about such 
problems as whether Wellington said at Waterloo, ‘Up and at 
them Guards.’ 

His course work, which emphasizes content, does not 
equip him to think about doing research. Research to most 
graduate students means filling gaps or working on an un- 
worked body of source material. A student asks himself 
‘what body of source material is available that I can get a 
dissertation out of?’ rather than thinking first ‘what problem 
am I interested in?’ and then thinking about sources and 
approaches. 
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Historians are older than anthropologists. My general picture 
of a historian is one of a benign, grey-haired gentleman. Age 
brings status among historians; historical knowledge is 
cumulative. To historians, the age of a colleague is a relevant 
factor in their evaluation of him: ‘he is a good young scholar’, 
or ‘he has done a creditable job for a man of his years.’ Valua- 
tions are projected against a time dimension. This is partially 
a result of concern with the past for its own sake. But it also 
reflects the idea that maturity brings a wider and deeper 
knowledge of facts. 

Age grades and maturation mean different things to 
anthropológists. Below the age of thirty-five or forty is the 
period of extensive fieldwork. Most field situations require 
some of the attributes of youth—physical energy, ability to 
put up with psychological and physical privation, and the 
absence of institutional and family obligations which prevent 
wholehearted absorption in the task at hand. The early part 
of an anthropologist’s life centres around the field and the 
collection and analysis of data. In the later years of his life he 
may turn to field direction, organization of research, or con- 
cerns with method and theory on a grander scale than his 
younger colleagues engage in. 

The field of anthropology, in content, approaches, and 
theory, has changed rapidly over the last thirty years. What 
was a major contribution twenty-five years ago has been su- 
perseded by the work and thought of the next generation. An 
anthropologist’s training of thirty years ago is largely inap- 
plicable to anthropology today. The older generation looks 
to the younger generation for data, stimulation, and direct 
help as much as it looks to it for deference, respect, and fol- 
lowers. The neophyte anthropologist often receives a more 
respectful hearing of his data and ideas from his seniors than 
from his age-mates. His age-mates are too busy with their 
own ideas to learn from him. His seniors are aware that he is 
as likely as they are to have found a new approach or to have 
a new idea. Or he may have brought back from the field a 
fresh body of material which does not merely fill a gap or 
document a previously-known set of facts or relationships, 
but may indeed change the direction of a field of anthropology. 
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Anthropology is not actually a cumulative discipline in the 
way history is. An anthropologist does not advance in his in- 
tellectual development by the gradual accretion of know- 
ledge so that he may look to gradual deepening and widening 
of the body of material he may draw upon. An anthropolog- 
ist advances intellectually by making new connections be- 
tween data, some or all of which he may have created himself 
through his observation of societies. Many anthropologists 
are illiterates in their fields, but still are brilliant anthropolog- 
ists because they have succeeded in making new statements 
about interrelationships in a small body of facts. 

My strongest impression of the differences between 
anthropologists and historians is from their conversation. 
Anthropologists are inveterate talkers and hard listeners. 
Two social anthropologists may have little in common in 
their particular fields of study. One may be mainly concerned 
with kinship in East Africa and another with economic sys- 
tems of an Amazon tribe. Yet for hours they will talk of their 
research to each other, constantly striving to communicate 
what might appear to an outsider to be trivia of research. But 
both feel they have been enriched intellectually by the ex- 
change of trivia. 

An anthropologist may study intrinsically insignificant 
things. Spending a year studying seven hundred untouch- 
ables in one north Indian village for their own sake is a waste 
of time. But the attempt to place one’s knowledge of these 
people into a wider social and cultural framework of a 
nation-state and civilization, and to try to relate this know- 
ledge to general questions of stratification theory and theories 
of social and cultural change is a far from insignificant activ- 
ity. Since the anthropologist studies insignificant things in 
the field, he is forced to think constantly about his research in 
general terms. 

A historian usually studies a topic which, even if some- 
what obscure, is intrinsically important. Ten years of French 
railway history is more important than a knowledge of seven 
hundred Indian untouchables, especially if the ten years relate 
to a period of railway expansion. Since he considers his topic 
of intrinsic importance, a historian feels it sufficient to de- 
scribe in a narrative fashion what happened. If a historian of 
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French railways meets a historian of American railways of 
the same period, they usually have nothing to exchange but 
concrete information about the railways. Even with a closely 
allied specialist, the conversation is one of specific anecdotes. 
When historians of widely differing fields meet—for example 
a specialist in nineteenth-century Indian history and a special- 
ist in the French Revolution—they can at best ask questions 
about what kinds of sources are available. And if the historian 
of the French Revolution is widely read, he may be able to 
ask about the interpretation of a broad period in a standard 
work on Indian history. Generally if an American or Euro- 
pean historian is confronted with a historian of India, he will 
ask the same types of questions which any well-educated 
American citizen would ask-about politics, economic de- 
velopment, and changes within India since independence. I 
think it is true to say that historians have little to talk to each 
other about professionally. They grant each other compe- 
tence and let it go at that. Rarely are historians in a position to 
pass specific judgement on their fellows in a speciality. 

I have heard one eminent historian defend the teaching of 
historiography on the grounds that it functioned to bind the 
profession together by giving historians a common core of 
knowledge about the history of history. There are of course 
historians and works of history which the majority of histo- 
rians know or know about. But this does not differentiate the 
historian from other educated men. Herodotus, Thucydides, 
Tacitus, Gibbon, Macaulay, Mommson, Beard, and Pirenne 
are as much a part of the educated anthropologist’s tradition 
as they are of the historian’s. The same cannot be said of the 
historian’s knowledge of Tylor, Morgan, Boas, Rivers, 
Radcliffe-Brown, and Malinowski. 

The demography and history of the fields enters into the 
social structure. There are many more historians than anthro- 
pologists. There are anthropologists active today in England 
and the United States who were students of the founders of 
the modern fields of social and cultural anthropology—Boas, 
Radcliffe-Brown, and Malinowski. There are anthropolog- 
ists who know personally half the fellows of the American 
Anthropological Association. They grew up at a time when 
it was possible to know almost everyone in the field. This 
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period has ended. But the fact that personal knowledge of all 
of one’s fellow anthropologists was possible in the recent past 
contributed to the tradition of the value and importance ot 
personal contact. 

The historian obviously cannot know even a small ka 
of his fellow historians. Because of the length of time in 
which the field has been developing, there is no tradition of a 
social community. There is instead identification with a craft 
and tradition. Anthropologists are interested in other anthro- 
pologists. They are inveterate gossips and storytellers about 
their peers and seniors. There is a well developed folklore ab- 
out the ‘greats —their personalities and their personal life, 
their relations to their students, and their field work. All this 
is more than a means of maintaining the community. It pro- 
vides the necessary personal data by means of which their 
published works may be judged. Most historians have to ev- 
aluate their fellows almost entirely on the basis of their pub- 
lished work and on external criteria such as how they dress, 
talk, and act in a social situation. 


ANTHROPOLOGISTS AND HISTORIANS AS MEMBERS OF THEIR 
SOCIETY 


The public at large views the historian as an ivory-tower 
dweller and the anthropologist, if they know about him, as 
some ‘odd ball’ seeker for the exotic. As with most 
stereotypes, these are misleading in major aspects. Certainly 
many historians are dedicated to their craft and spend the 
bulk of their lives producing monographs on their chosen 
fields; however, it is my experience that historians participate 
much more fully in the activities of their universities and 
their communities than do their anthropological colleagues. 
Historians are committed to education; they take seriously 
their role in their colleges and universities for preserving and 
communicating knowledge to students as part of a liberal 
education. They are often found fighting for what they con- 
ceive to be the ‘liberal arts tradition.’ Historians, as with 
many members of humanities departments, spend a good 
deal of time on university committees, attending faculty 
meetings, and politicking within the university. I suspect this 
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is a reflection of the possible boredom which brighter histo- 
rians have with their craft and the general feeling of living in 
a fairly stable world which comes with dealing with the past. 
It also reflects the situation of anthropologists, who live in an 
expanding research world in which in recent years they have 
been able to obtain money for individual and project research 
and, therefore, look to the outside for support and advance- 
ment. The academic advancement of the anthropologist is 
less dependent on his ability to politic within the university 
than the historian’s. The anthropologist is more dependent 
on playing for outside offers and impressing his administra- 
tive superiors with his ability to produce foundation grants 
and projects, which symbolically validate his worth in the 
eyes of academic administrators. The way up the academic 
ladder for most historians is through the rungs in a universi- 
ty; the anthropologists’ way up is often by moving out and 
up in another university. In general, social scientists have less 
traditional power within university structures than do people 
in the humanities and history. As they are concerned with re- 
search, anthropologists look upon the usual academic admi- 
nistration’s concern with preservation of the status quo, the 
development of students, etc., as something of a waste of 
time. When they do enter university politics, it is often mere- 
ly to expand their departments or develop a more congenial 
atmosphere for their research activities. When social scientists 
turn into administrators, they often seem more concerned 
with the administration of projects than with administration 
in its more established forms. 

Many more historians turn to participation in community 
and national affairs. There are no counterparts to Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., Carlton Hayes, or Walter Johnson among 
anthropologists. Similarly, men who have been active in 
government and politics can on retirement easily become 
historians, as evidenced by George Kennan. I know of no 
major politicians in the world who have, as intellectual exer- 
cises, written works in anthropology; but the present prime 
minister of India, the best-known former prime minister of 
Great Britain, and the present president of the United States 
ali have written historical works. 

Some of the ideas—notably cultural relativism and 
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antiracism—of the anthropologist have filtered out into the 
thinking of most educated people; but we don’t have impor- 
tant public figures with a sense of anthropology as we have 
public figures with a sense of history. Not long ago at a press 
conference President Eisenhower was asked to evaluate his 
role in history; perhaps in fifty years a Washington corres- 
pondent will ask a president for an anthropological analysis 
of his role in the executive structure of our government. 

Anthropologists increasingly contribute to the running of 
governmental agencies, particularly programs of overseas 
aid, which consciously or unconsciously reflect the results of 
ideas and research of the anthropologist. Most often the 
anthropologist is viewed in government as a technical expert 
who, although having knowledge of far-off parts of the 
world or experience in cross-cultural work, is basically not 
involved in policy formation. The historian in governmental 
administration is a generalist, and his training as a histcrian is 
supposed to equip him better to form policy at higher levels 
than the technical training of his anthropological colleague. 

A final conclusion to which I have come, especially now 
that I am fully back in my own anthropological culture, re- 
lates to problems of cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
work: It is frustrating but revealing to work in another cul- 
ture. Biculturality—that is, a thorough immersion in the cul- 
ture and work ways of another discipline rather than some 
cross- and multidisciplinary team approach—prepares us bet- 
ter, no matter what our specific discipline, for our continuing 
quest to understand man, his works, and his societies. 


History and Anthropology: 
The State of Play* 


This paper is an exploration of two models, ‘Anthropology- 
land’ and ‘Historyland’, which exist in the practices and 
minds of anthropologists and historians. It is about how par- 
ticular forms of knowledge are created, written and spoken 
about. It is about what historians and anthropologists do and 
say they do. 

There has grown up in the last thirty years an extensive 


* This is a much travelled paper. It started with an invitation from the 
History Department of the University of New South Wales in Sydney to 
discuss with them my ideas about the relationship between history and 
anthropology. In addition, the paper in various forms was delivered at: the 
Research School of Pacific Studies at Australian National University; the 
Department of History, La Trobe University; the American Historical 
Association meetings, San Francisco, December 1978; and the faculty semi- 
nar of the Department of History, The University of Chicago. A number of 
friends and colleagues wittingly and unwittingly have contributed to the 
paper. The basic analytical categories of ‘Anthropologyland’ and ‘History- 
land’ are the creation of Ronald Inden, with whom this paper has been talked 
out in innumerable and interminable conversations. Discussions with Mike 
Pearson, Anthony Low, Diane Bell, and Rhys Isaac helped shape the earlier 
versions. Sylvia Thrupp, Raymond Grew and Maurice Mandelbaum, who 
heard the San Francisco version, must bear the responsibility for my pub- 
lishing it. Although they might deny it, a number of my colleagues have 
over the years influenced my thinking on questions explored in this paper, 
particularly Milton Singer, Edward Shils, David Schneider, Raymond T. 
Smith, George Stocking, Marshall Sahlins, Harry Harutonnian and Julius 
Kirshner. Of course, none of these are prey to the foibles and follies which I 
may associate with the practice of history and anthropology. This paper was 
first published in Comparative Studies in History and Society, vol. 22, 1980. 
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body of literature about the intellectual and social relations 
between historians and anthropologists, two academic com- 
munities which seem to me to share a great deal at the epis- 
temological level. Historians and anthropologists have a 
common subject matter, ‘otherness’; one field constructs and 
studies ‘otherness’ in space, the other in time. Both fields 
have a concern with text and context. Both aim, whatever else 
they do, at explicating the meaning of actions of people rooted 
in one time and place, to persons in another. Both forms of 
knowledge entail the act of translation. The goals of 
the accounts practitioners develop are understanding and 
explanation, rather than the construction of social laws and 
prediction, the goals of the more formally constituted social 
sciences of economics and sociology. Both are dependent 
upon reporting their results in a literary form. Historians and 
anthropologists have struggled unsuccessfully to develop 
conceptual frameworks for comparison in the nineteenth- 
century natural history mode, so that they might arrive at 
generalizations about society and culture. Both have as cen- 
tral to their projects the study of change, but neither has been 
successful in developing theories of explanation which 
account for anything other than the status quo. We may have 
learned a great deal about how societies and cultures work, 
but we know little about how they are transformed. 


ANTHROPOLOGYLAND 


The anthropologist posits a place where the natives are au- 
thentic, untouched and aboriginal, and strives to deny the 
central historical fact that the people he or she studies are 
constituted in the historically significant colonial situation, 
affirming instead that they are somehow out of time and 
history. This timelessness is reflected in the anthropologist’s 
basic model of change, what I would term the ‘missionary in 
the row boat’ model. In this model, the missionary, the trad- 
er, the labour recruiter or the government official arrives 
with the bible, the mumu, tobacco, steel axes or other items 
of Western domination on an island whose society and cul- 
ture are rocking along in the never never land of structural- 
functionalism, and with the onslaught of the new, the social 
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structure, values and lifeways of the ‘happy’ natives crumble. 
The anthropologist follows in the wake of the impacts caused 
by the Western agents of change, and then tries to recover 
what might have been. The anthropologist searches for the 
elders with the richest memories of days gone by, assiduous- 
ly records their ethnographic texts, and then puts together 
between the covers of their monographs a picture of the lives 
of the natives of Anthropologyland. The peoples of Anthro- 
pologyland, like all God’s children got shoes, got structure. 
In an older mode of anthropological praxis, this structure 
was social: roles, rights and duties, positions in systems which 
persons moved through or, better yet, rotated through. 
These structures the anthropologist finds have always been 
there, unbeknownst to their passive carriers, functioning 
to keep the natives in their timeless spaceless paradise. 

Events in Anthropologyland are converted into ‘cases’, a 
word of many evocations in English, not the least of which 
are wooden boxes, or the way lawyers and doctors organize 
the flow of individual instances by the application of some 
predetermined criteria by which they make meaningful to 
themselves incident and event. Action cannot be taken by 
lawyers or doctors until they have a ‘case’, a box into which 
to cram the events. The anthropologist’s analysis cannot pro- 
ceed until the events are converted into ‘cases’, extended or 
otherwise. 

In the last twenty years another structure has been brought 
to Anthropologyland, a symbolic one. Here even the ebb and 
flow of life, especially the expressive aspects of cultures— 
ritual, myth, religion and art—are seen as surface features 
beyond which the anthropologist must penetrate to see the 
underlying or deep structure. The analyst of the culturally- 
symbolically constituted Anthropologyland takes a privileged 
position as the arbiter of the deep structure, as the inhabitants 
of Anthropologyland, it turns out, are samewhat confused 
and do not know that they are guided by binary oppositions, 
master symbols, and the systematism of the underlying 
cultural logic, let alone that there is an ‘order of orders’ be- 
hind their exuberant proliferations of motifs, designs and 
classificatory systems. The symbolic structuralists share with 
their social structuralist cross-cousins an even more timeless 
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spaceless view of the natives of Anthropologyland. 

Crossing both sets of structuralists are the vast army of 
reductionists, those who search for the ‘really real’ in Anth- 
ropologyland. Pigs are not to think, or even to constitute 
relationships with; they are protein. Marriage and the family 
are ‘really’ about biology and the production of enough bodies 
to fill the circles and squares of the anthropologist’s genealo- 
gical charts. The natives are really closet utilitarians with every- 
one in Anthropologyland busily maximizing, either as 
sophisticated Marxists or crude bourgeois materialists. To 
the reductionists, ideology and culture are mystifications 
or expressions of false consciousness, or they are expressions 
of the working out of predetermined biological needs or 
post hoc rationalizations growing out of the ‘actual’ behaviour 
of the actors. 

To study Anthropologyland, anthropologists have a 
sacred method: fieldwork. There comes that moment when, 
equipped with tape recorder, camera, and notebook, the 
practitioner is going to learn about what is ‘on the ground’, 
what the natives are really like. No matter where on the 
current spectrum of structuralisms and reductionisms anthro- 
pologists locate themselves, they have to find the ‘out there’ 
by entering the land of anthropological ‘dreaming’, the field. 

The anthropologists Philias Fillagap and Lucy Lacuna, 
who have dutifully designed their research project to fill a 
gap or lacuna in our existing ethnographic knowledge of 
Anthropologyland, enter Anthropologyland. If their field- 
work is successful, one more hole in the World Ethnographic 
Survey will be filled, and Philias and Lucy will return from 
the field with “Their People’ in their notebooks and on tape 
and film. They will have added to the growing record of the 
facts of life in Anthropologyland. Fillagap and Lacuna not 
only must add to the record, they must contribute to whatev- 
er debate is currently exercising some subsection of the pro- 
fession on which they want to make their mark after they 
have passed through the sacred rite of passage of fieldwork. 

In the good old days, fieldwork was truly a sacred rite. It 
was a mystery which the individual had to learn on his own, 
like a Plains Indian sent on a vision quest. At best, knowledge 
of the secret practice was passed on as gossip or conjecture, 
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or in a brief introduction to the monograph written by the re- 
turned anthropologist. In recent years, though, fieldwork has 
been demystified by the production of handbooks, a spate of 
articles and books, about ‘How I did fieldwork amongst the 
Gichi Goomi and survived.’ With the advent of the tape re- 
corder and the computer, the anthropologist has once again 
returned to the verandah, which Malinowski instructed us to 
step down from, as now the natives can be wheeled in to be 
interviewed assiduously about all their ‘etics’ and ‘ethnos’ 
with Fillagap and Lacuna carefully following the guides 
drawn up by their senior professors. 

Today anthropology has well-defined field methods; in 
fact whole careers are now open to methodologists, ‘ethno-’ 
or otherwise. Most of the new methods are based on an 
assumption of ‘objectivity’, that ‘facts’ can be collected in a 
systematic and rigorous fashion. The modern day Lacuna 
works from the top of a landrover, video taping the undis- 
turbed natives living in Anthropologyland, so that she may 
analyze their interactions. Fillagap works intensively with 
one informant to ferret out through exhaustive and exhaust- 
ing questioning the limits of a particular linguistic domain. 
Linguistic recordings and photographic records lend them- 
selves to ‘objective’ analysis. These modern, objective forms 
of fieldwork are based on the idea that there are ‘objective’ 
social and cultural facts, and that an anthropologist can ‘lay 
down a data base.’ The reason for laying down this data base 
is that one can compare one society with another, which in 
turn is based on the idea that there are classes of societies— 
e.g. hunters and gatherers or peasants—within and between 
which comparison becomes meaningful. 

This idea of comparison rests on the idea of human univer- 
sals, which in turn rests on assumed biological determinants 
of human culture and society. The obsession with method 
can lead, and perhaps already has led, to a literally meaning- 
less anthropology. It throws out, along with the impress- 
ionistic, sloppy, subjective field methods of the past, the one 
central fact that anthropology has discovered—people lead 
meaningful lives, and that these meanings can only be disco- 
vered within the context of those lives, it cannot be imputed 
to them on the basis of some previously established ideas ab- 
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out the biological or psychological makeup of people. Field- 
work gives the student of Anthropologyland the capital, 
ethnographic fact, throtigh which he or she can confound, 
contribute to, and find hopefully a position in his or her own 
society, to transmit to the next generation the facts of life in 
Anthropologyland. 


NEW ANTHROPOLOGYLANDS 


There has been a wide acceptance among historians in the 
Western world of a common set of epistemological assump- 
tions based on the idea that history is a factual study of what 
happened in the past. This past could be reconstructed, based 
upon original sources, through the hermeneutical method. 
Until the Second World War the subject matter of history fo- 
cused on the nation state, its politics and economy. National 
schools of history were founded on a unity of subject matter, 
the history of their own past, so that English historians stu- 
died English history, German historians, German history. 
There was an acceptance of the idea that the study of history 
had a social utility in making citizens of particular countries 
aware of their national traditions. It was also seen as a practic- 
al subject for the training of future leaders, for history, as the 
study of past politics and the actions and ideas of great lead- 
ers, was thought of to provide a manual for future leadership. 

National schools of anthropology as they were formulated 
in the early twentieth century differed in ethnographic base 
and theoretical orientation. Ethnographers followed the flag 
into their colonial empires. In the United States, largely 
under the influence of Franz Boas and his students, anthro- 
pology, was dominated by the study of American Indians 
and by the idea that there was an anthropological ‘sacred 
bundle’ of archaeology, physical anthropology, linguistics, 
ethnography and ethnology. The association of these five 
fields of anthropology was based on the epistemological 
assumption that anthropology was really a form of ‘history’. 
The anthropological project was either the demonstration of 
the historical unity of mankind (Victorian evolutionism) or 
the history of the diversification of mankind (Boasian culture 
theory). Physical anthropology was the history of man as a 
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biological entity, including the nature and spread of contem- 
porary world populations. Archaeology developed as the 
attempt to do history without documents through the study 
of physical remains of the past. These remains were studied 
vertically at a particular site, or horizontally as distributions 
of objects across sites. Meaning was constructed by 
archaeologists in relation to the ideas and aims of Victorian 
evolutionism, the progress of the history of man through 
stages and the search for origins. Linguistics became part of 
the sacred bundle in the United States as part of the explora- 
tion of cultural diversity, and as a reaction to the hubris of 
Indo-Europeanists’ comparative philology and its depend- 
ence on European grammatical categories. Anthropological 
linguistics has established the ‘equality’ of languages and 
the independence of the conceptual from the biological, the 
ecological and the social. It has also provided one of the bases 
for positing degrees of similarity and difference between 
cultures, and therefore their historical relation. Ethnogra- 
phy—historically the description of ‘primitives’—is linked to 
ethnology, an attempt to classify globally the great variety 
of cultures. The major classifications of ethnographers and 
ethnologists—‘hunters and gatherers’, ‘tribesmen’, ‘peasants’, 
‘archaic societies’, and ‘modern societies’ —entail a theory of 
history which is based on the idea of a chronological ordering. 
of types of societies interpretable as a sequence of cultural or 
biological evolution. Victorian evolutionists also bequeathed 
to the idea of the sacred bundle another kind of history, 
biography, in their idea that society is an organism having a 
‘life’. This organism has parts—kinship, religion, magic, 
economics, politics, customs and manners—and these parts 
could be studied in a bounded social entity to see what they 
contributed to the maintenance of the life of the society, or 
they could be detached from the whole so that the kinship 
system of one society could be compared to that of another to 
discover underlying regularities of function and form. 

The sociological and epistemological unity which marked 
American anthropology until the 1930s began to fragment 
through a growing concern with the relevance of anthropol- 
ogy to our lives for the understanding of the American 
‘others’, the Indians; the beginnings of an ethnographic in- 
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terest in the historic civilizations; the territorial penetration of 
the ethnographic base into the Pacific and Latin America; and 
growing ties with other national traditions of anthropologic- 
al thought, especially with British social anthropology. 

TJnder the inspiration of Victorian evolutionism, anthro- 
pology had devoted itself to the development of a universal 
historical scheme in which time itself, as a sequence of social 
and cultural orders, was the focus. The new emphasis on 
acculturation studies in the thirties shifted this focus from so- 
cial and cultural orders per se to the individual. This shift 
occurred through the reconceptualization of culture, not as a 
set of social or economic elements, but as a ‘pattern’ of 
psychological elements. Acculturation was the study of the 
transformation of ‘pattern’. It was seen as changes in the 
knowledge, attitudes, habits and behaviour of the individuals 
who composed the society. This conception of culture as pat- 
tern in acculturation studies had a contradiction in it. If accul- 
turation was the alteration of lifeways through the passive 
process of ‘diffusion’ or ‘contact’, then the elements of cul- 
ture were accidentally assembled. Yet if culture is a bounded, 
integral unit, something must determine the uniqueness, dis- 
tinctiveness, and integrity of any one culture, and that was its 
ethos or dominating theme or themes. The contradiction in 
the idea of culture as pattern was mediated by the idea of the 
individual as culture-bearer, hence the concern with the rela- 
tionship between culture and personality. What was authen- 
tically cultural was then psychological, rooted in personality; 
and means had to be developed to explore this persanality: 
the use of psychoanalytic techniques and projective tests, the 
collection and study of biographies and autobiographies, and 
the study of the process whereby an infant becomes a Gichi 
Goomi, socialization. 

One school of students. of acculturation, writing later in 
the forties and fifties, preserved the earlier interest in uni- 
versal history by conceiving space as time. The folk-urban 
continuum, a form of the late nineteenth-century idea 
that societies changed from those based on Gemeinschaft to 
Gesellschaft, or from status to contract, was developed by 
Robert Redfield and his students in a series of studies done 
in Mexico. Redfield argued that existing social and cultural 
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forms—an isolated Indian village, a mestizo community, 
a small town and a city—could be studied as a sequence of 
historical stages, with the Indian village representing the 
past and the city the present, the other locations being stages 
in the transformation from traditional to modern. This form 
of acculturation study did not decompose culture into elements 
and was less concerned with the individual and his changing 
behaviour than with the transformation of moral orders. 

Archaeology and Ethnography continued to be unified 
during the thirties through the concept of ‘culture area’, 
which entails the idea of time depth and persistence of cultu- 
ral traits in relation to ‘natural’ or ecological zones. Forms of 
social organization were correlated with particular ecological 
niches, and it was a short step from correlating ecology with 
social forms to seeing the ecological as generative of these 
forms. What started as the archaeologists’ classifications 
could now be thought of as an explanation of cultural differ- 
ences. What was needed to change classifications into a 
theory was the idea of function. If what existed within a so- 
cial and cultural system was adaptive to the maintenance of 
the system, then the idea of needs derived from man’s biolo- 
gical makeup could relate cultural differences to ecological 
conditions and enable the anthropologist to see through dif- 
ferences to the ‘real reason’ for the presence of particular ele- 
ments in a culture—namely, the function they served as the 
fulfilment of biologically derived needs. Kinship could be re- 
duced to the need for reproducing members for a society and 
rituals could be seen as means for redistributing calories and 
protein to keep people healthy. 


THE SECOND WORLD WAR AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF 
AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGY 


Suddenly in 1942 Americans had to confront ‘the others’ on 
an unprecedented scale, and the concept of culture was 
drafted to help the war effort. The enemy had to be under- 
stood, and for the first time anthropological concepts were 
applied to nation-states. Exotic languages had to be analysed 
so that they could be rapidly taught to those who were to be 
governors and analysts of hitherto unknown places in the 
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world. Millions of Americans found themselves face to face 
with the ‘others’ in the Pacific, in India, the Middle East, 
North Africa and Europe. Populations at home and abroad 
had to be controlled and made to participate in the all-out 
effort. For the first time anthropology was seen to be a re- 
levant social science in that anthropologists knew about the 
‘exotics’, and appeared to have methods to study them. 

America’s emergence as a world power immediately after 
World War II had an immediate effect on the organization of 
academic activities, which was designed to increase and dis- 
seminate knowledge of those parts of the world in which the 
United States had continuing strategic, economic and politic- 
al interests. Anthropologists quickly found themselves taking 
leading roles in the organization of ‘area programs’ in which 
collectivities of various academic specialists were organized 
on the basis of knowledge about a particular part of the 
world. Anthropologists responded to this idea of areal know- 
ledge by adapting their traditional method, fieldwork (which 
involves long term face-to-face study of the natives using the 
indigenous language) to the challenge of studying great civi- 
lizations. 

Anthropologists of the fifties were still working with the 
idea of a culture as a bounded entity containing elements, and 
with the space-into-time model of the folk-urban continu- 
um. It seemed logical to them to study the great civilizations 
through the study of ‘villages’. To them the village seemed 
to be a bounded entity. Moreover, the village was set apart 
from cities, considered the site of diffusion of the modern. 
Hence, the village was thought to be the locus of the auth- 
entic indigenous culture, now defined as the ‘traditional’. 
The interest in acculturation was now expanded and trans- 
formed to the study of modernization and industrialization, 
the anthropologist working as part of a team of specialists 
whose job was to delineate ‘the before’ as the historical and 
ethnographic prelude to the introduction of land reform, the 
penetration of the centralized state, the building of roads, 
factories, or schools, or the introduction of new agricultural 
techniques. The village was not only the sight ‘the before’ 
in terms of its ‘backwardness’, but the assumed locus of the 
traditional civilization, practices and beliefs. The sociologists, 
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political scientists and historians working with the anthro- 
pologists in the areal mode looked to the anthropologist to 
provide an ideal type for ‘traditional’ societies that would 
permit them to index local traits. In this ideal type, the family 
was believed to be the central unit of production and con- 
sumption; ownership or rights over people and objects 
were believed te be corporate rather than individual; the 
internal order of local societies was thought to be hierarchical 
and local communities to be linked in a hierarchical fashion 
to wider state structures; and age and tradition were said to 
maintain the local order, leading to non-rational choices made 
-by members of these communities. 

After the first wave of new fieldwork with the village as 
the object, a countertendency began to develop in Latin 
America and Asia which led the anthropologists to look at 
the village not as a bounded unit existing outside larger tem- 
poral and spatial orders, but as a part of the whole. In- 
creasingly, anthropologists recognized that the village and its 
members were part of larger systems, having relationships to 
governments, to national and world economies, and to reli- 
gious and cultural institutions, and that a narrow empiricist 
methodology was inadequate to the task of understanding 
and explaining questions about the constitution of these so- 
cial, cultural and historical structures of which the village or 
local populations were a part. 

Anthropologists increasingly turned away from structural- 
functional models and actor-centred theories of behaviour to 
the major social theorists of the later nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, Marx, Durkheim and Weber, who po- 
sited in varying ways the existence of systems which were 
not based on the individual’s behaviour but on superordinate 
structures of thought and symbol which determined and 
shaped the action of individuals. Anthropologists of the his- 
torical civilization were finally drawn back to studying the 
content of the systems of meaning and symbol which marked 
the particular civilization and became ‘ologists’ of a different 
kind, Indologists, Sinologists, and Japanologists, for exam- 
ple. Those anthropologists who continued to be interested in 
the transformation of societies, either in the right wing mode 
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of modernization or the left wing mode of revolution, disco- 
vered that they were studying ‘peasant societies’, and this 
enabled them to continue indexing features without. worrying 
too much about the content and context of the civilizations 
they were studying. 

The new Anthropologylands of the fifties and sixties 
emerged not only out of an expansion into the new scholarly 
niche of the historic civilizations. Work on the traditional 
‘others’ of anthropology, the ‘primitives’, expanded rapidly as 
well. Africa, New Guinea and the Amazon basin freshened anth- 
ropologists’ central commitment to tribal societies, reinforced 
by the Durkheimian idea that by studying those furthest 
from modern man we could better understand the meaning 
of being human. Not only did the concern for these areas 
mean a widening of the ethnographic base of American 
anthropology, but it deparochialized further the theoretical 
orientations of American anthropologists by exposing them 
to leading issues identified by English social anthropologists 
in Africa, and increasingly to the agenda of French structural- 
ists in the Amazon basin and New Guinea. 

The sixties were a time of enormous confidence on the part 
of social scientists. Ever-increasing numbers of students were 
taking their courses and passing through the Ph.D. factories. 
Government at long last seemed to ‘need them’ to set direc- 
tions toward the ‘new frontiers’ at home and abroad. Social 
scientists were becoming increasingly numerous and this 
seemed to promise the long-awaited entry into the greatest 
new land of all, Science. 

Anthropology went through a demographic revolution in 
the sixties. Existing graduate departments doubled and tri- 
pled their faculties and graduate students, new departments 
kept developing, and many undergraduate colleges were 
hiring anthropologists for the first time. Training programs 
were funded for the application of anthropology to ‘health 
related’ research and careers. The discovery of the disposses- 
sed at home—blacks, women, the urban poor—provided 
additional ‘others’ for new anthropologies. The growing 
sense of American power as a beneficent force inherent in the 
Alliance for Progress, A.I.D. and Food for Peace programs 
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drew more and more anthropologists into the conviction that 
what they did could matter in the achievement of a saner 
world order. . 

The new opportunities were irresistible, and it was a dim 
department of anthropology that couldn’t develop the 
rationale to garner funds for more and more research and 
more and more graduate students and more and more 
appointments. What was needed to make the argument for 
anthropological involvement in public affairs cogent was the 
demonstration of a suitably versatile competence. If anthro- 
pologists were to study pimps, whores and street-corner 
gangs, then there needed to be urban anthropologists. If a 
department had a training grant for the production of health 
care specialists, then it would add several medical anthropo- 
logists. If, with the sudden emergence of Patagonia on the 
world scene, a department wanted to develop an expertise in 
Patagonia, it would establish an area program for Patagonian 
studies. | 

There was a corresponding expansion of demand for 
diversification apart from anthropology departments. If 
the agricultural school had a large contract for provision of 
technical information to African farmers, then there was a 
need for an anthropologist who could explain the social struc- 
ture and values of Africans to extension agents. If the school 
of business had discovered the behavioural sciences, then 
they needed an economic anthropologist. If the school of 
public safety had a large contract to train the police in South 
Vietnam, then they needed an anthropologist to study the 
cultural patterns of the Vietnamese. If America’s crusade for 
freedom was threatened by the possibilities of insurrection 
and revolutionary activity, then political anthropologists 
were needed to delineate the nature of leadership in Third 
World countries. Moreover, the sacred bundle expanded to 
encompass not just the new specialities of the social/cultural 
anthropologists, but, since physical anthropologists and 
archaeologists had discovered that newness was goodness, 
those of physical anthropology and archaeology as well. 

Much of the new Anthropologylands were premised on 
the idea that the long-awaited ‘cargo’ of Science had now 
arrived. We had danced long enough entreating the dead 
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anthropologists of the nineteenth century to rise and join us 
in the new land of a positivist science, or at the very least we 
had entered the land of Kuhnian paradigms. Now all we had 
to do was to find a way to dress up the great proliferation of 
activities, specialities and conflicting epistemologies as para- 
digms held by one or another subcommunities within 
Anthropologyland. 

The idea of a paradigm, which is based on the idea of 
community consensus and its acceptance in anthropology, has 
only led to politics, not to science. But paradigms in anthro- 
pology are in fact political rather than scientific. What are 
thought of as ‘schools’ in American anthropology are in 
actuality mere reifications of networks of people trained 
together, who then try to colonize other departments with 
their epigones, adherents and acolytes, any coherence 
assumed in such departments then being based not on a para- 
digm but on a power play. To avoid this packing, other 
departments developed the Noah’s Ark principle and tried 
to hire two of everything to cover some boundless anthropo- 
logical chequerboard. Each new paradigm seems to call for 
yet another argument with the Dean to hire an ‘x’, as it may 
be the up-and-coming field in anthropology. Whether the 
packing principle or the Noah’s Ark principle was followed, 
the intellectual, philosophical and epistemological confusion 
of contemporary American anthropology was ignored and 
reduced to politics and the struggle for departmental survival. 


HISTORYLAND 


While the anthropologists are doing their fieldwork and have 
been creating new Anthropologylands, down the hall or 
across the campus the Philias Fillagaps and Lucy Lacunas of 
‘Historyland’ are working away with a radically different 
mode of production. The “out there’ for the historian is not 
in the heads of the natives in the field, but in what purposely 
or accidentally the natives have put down on paper. This 
can then be bundled up, indexed and filed and stored 
away, hopefully in a well-organized archive. For work in 
Historyland, one must learn the craft by reading what other 
craftsmen have done. In the older mode of production the 
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historian knew what was important, as history was linear 
and progressive, marching upward and onward, to liberal 
parliamentary democracy or toward the revolution which 
would bring the dictatorship of the proletariat. In order to 
record this ‘rise’ or ‘fall’ of something, or to follow what I 
think of as the Bing Crosby and Bob Hope approach to his- 
tory, the study of ‘the road to’, historians need an underlying 
theory. But theory for the study of Historyland is not too 
easily come by because the craftsmen the historian reads 
eschews the compulsive arguing about theory that marks the 
student of Anthropologyland. The overwhelming number of 
historians in any society study their own past, defined by 
whatever accidents of national boundary-making have occur- 
red since the seventeenth century or established by the activi- 
ties of the dominant European political powers in the rest of 
the world. The assumption of national histories is like the 
anthropologists’ assumption of the ‘authentic’, namely that 
there is a well-defined field of study. Just as the idea of the 
authentic establishes a boundedness by which the anthropolo- 
gist is able to tell one set of natives from another, so national 
histories—constituted by the way archives are organized—set 
boundaries around the historian’s object of study. Concen- 
tration on national history by the natives of that nation 
encourages the historian to think of ‘theory’ as being com- 
monsense or to assume that societies and cultures are natural. 

To discover the historian’s theoretical assumptions one 
must study the language of the historian, the metaphors 
more or less unconsciously used. I can only illustrate by dis- 
cussing a few of these metaphors. In the study of the colonial 
world, the seed and tree are perhaps the most pervasive. Indian 
history continues to be written as if the first English traders 
who set up stations in the seventeenth century in Calcutta, 
Bombay and Madras were actually planting seeds of trees. 
These little seeds contained within them everything that 
would miraculously grow into the first trading centres, then 
into small territorial holdings, and finally into a great empire 
whose limbs and leaves shaded a whole civilization. Histo- 
rians write of the ‘sprouts’ of capitalism, the ‘seedbeds’ of 
war, the ‘growth’ of empires. Another growth metaphor is 
the life cycle one, societies and their histories being perceived 
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as a series of transitions from birth to childhood, maturity 
and finally physical decline, death and decay. 

Historians learn a craft. Which craft they learn largely 
depends on the national school they belong to. American his- 
torians seem to be masons, as Ph.D. dissertations are often 
referred to as building blocks, which have been hewn or shaped 
out of larger blocks which are the chronologically ordered 
stacks of records or other sources. A favourite term of 
approbation one historian uses for another is that he or she is 
‘solid’, as if the historian were building a wall or an outhouse. 
Historians of the contemporary United States display their 
data as electricians might, each period being colour-coded by 
decades—brown, golden, or mauve—like a wiring diagram. 
I recently heard an Australian historian who, in speaking 
about his work, referred to the need to ‘clear the ground’ and 
to begin to work with ‘pick and shovel’, then to ‘sink shafts 
to mine historical information.’ 

The Philias Fillagap and the Lucy Lacuna of Historyland 
chronologically label their contributions, beginning and 
ending dates appearing in either the title or subtitle of their 
books and monographs. In the old days it was the reign of 
kings or the sittings of parliament or a legislature. Now it is 
decades which bound their work. 

Ten years seem to be a breathtaking sweep within the 
Ph.D. factories of the United States; twenty years, foolhardy 
adventurism. All decades or periods, it turns out, are ‘water- 
sheds’ or ‘turning points’ in the history of something or 
other. The historian imposes importance on the gap he 
wishes to fill—the period of his study—by identifying it as a 
hitherto unknown turning point or watershed. Periods of 
study have to be short, as historians are demonically in- 
terested in controlling the sources. One of the highest com- 
pliments that can be paid by one historian to another is that 
he has ‘exhausted the sources’. 

The best things that have ever happened to the historian 
are the thirty- and fifty-year rules regulating his access to 
public and private documents, as the regular availability of 
new materials helps them avoid questions of significance. 
Almost every year that I have worked in the India Office Lib- 
rary I have seen historians lining up with something like the 
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urgency and competitiveness that marked the start of the 
Oklahoma land rush, to get access to the groups of records 
which had just become publicly available. The equivalent of 
the anthropologist’s field rapport is the historian’s capacity to 
winkle papers out of a family’s hands. The real dreamland of 
the historian is described by Michael Holroyd, the biog- 
rapher of Lytton Strachey, when he relates his experience of 
being led into a room which is stacked floor to ceiling with 
boxes and bundles of the private papers of Strachey. For 
almost one hundred years the practice of historical research 
was dominated by a simplistic positivist theory. There are or 
were historical facts, these facts were dateable. They could be 
verified through comparison of sources to find out what 
‘really happened’. History was often a search for error. These 
errors could be errors of fact, but more frequently they were 
errors of interpretation. Revisionism, for the historian, was 
and still is the sure way to fame and fortune. 

Revision stands in a dialectical relationship to the ‘big 
book’. A ‘big book’ is considered by one generation as defini- 
tive. It is the product of assiduous work in the archives and a 
great capacity to synthesize large quantities of the work of 
others, as well as being a repository of facts and interpreta- 
tions that are presented in a lucid and effective literary style. 
The big book should be richly textured, bristle with apt 
quotes from the sources, have at least fifty pages of recondite 
notes, and above all awe the reader with the encyclopaedic 
knowledge the author has of a particular time or place. A big 
book lives and breathes. It is a monument to the author’s 
scholarship and literary dexterity’ and is considered unim- 
peachable truth for a generation. Then someone emerges as 
the Revisionist. He or she reads the sources differently, dis- 
covers the hidden or not-so hidden class and/or ideological 
bias which has motivated the work. Worse yet, the author of 
the big book is found to have played fast and loose with the 
sources, or, horror of horrors, has overlooked an obvious re- 
pository. Suddenly what was accepted historical wisdom is 
cast in doubt as the monument is knocked over and frag- 
ments, epigones flock in, debate flourishes, and the ground 
has been cleared. | Co 

If truly successful the revisionist founds an industry. The 
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industries which historians found are obviously preindustrial 
because their locus is termed a ‘workshop’. A workshop con- 
sists of the revisionist or that discoverer of a ‘new problem’ 
and of graduate-student workers. In the workshop a mother 
machine is built. The original ‘ground-breaking work’, the 
big book, is built with the aid of the workers, who are 
assigned section parts as their workshop papers. Frequently 
critics are invited to the workshop to present papers, which 
are discussed and criticized to find out what the faults might 
be with the mother machine. When the mother machine is 
produced, the workshop now goes into another phase as the 
criticism stimulates counter-criticisms and thereby the indus- 
try is kept working at a high level of production. The heads 
of the various kinds of workshop in the new industries fre- 
quently meet and form cartels to divide up new territories. 
Thus historians have founded the ‘new’ histories of slavery, 
the family, the colonial village, social mobility, the factory 
town, and revolutions. Not only has the historian founded 
new subjects, but they have joined the twentieth century in 
becoming consumers of new theories and methods. 


THE DISCOVERY OF NEW HISTORYLANDS 


Like anthropologists, historians have created new lands 
to conquer, with the new lands of hyphenated histories. A 
generation back one could discuss current trends in histori- 
cal research using a very simple classificatory grid. Time 
and place formed the basic axis. Biography and political, 
diplomatic, institutional, econoniic, and social (defined as 
history with the politics left out) history provided the main 
cross-cutting categories. In the United States this simple 
grid began to break down in the fifties, primarily under the 
impact of the discovery by historians of the ‘non-Western 
world’ (a neat ethnocentrism which defines nine-tenths of the 
people of the world in a single negative term). As America 
became increasingly aware of its position as the world power, 
and was drawn into conflict with the Soviet Union and 
China, academics with financial encouragement from the 
foundations and federal government began to ‘attack’ the 
problem of the non-Western world. This brought historians 


36 HISTORY AND ANTHROPOLOGY: THE STATE OF PLAY 


into close working relations with economists, sociologists, 
anthropologists, political scientists, and language and 
literature specialists concerned with ‘exotic’ (another 
ethnocentrism) languages. 

Historians and social scientists in area programs quickly 
learned from each other. The social scientists found that the 
‘exotics’, at least those who were part of great civilizations, 
had histories, which, given the social scientists’ concerns 
with development and political stability, had to be under- 
stood so that they could be transcended. Social scientists 
tended to rediscover the basic assumption of nineteenth- 
century social evolutionism, that there was a goal in history, 
this time identified as the creation of modern capitalism and 
liberal democracy. European history gave them a scale. by 
which to understand the past and present of the non-Western 
world. Nineteenth-century evolutionists looked to the pre- 
sent of India, for example, as a means to understand the past 
of Europe. The Indian present was the European past, so that 
legal and economic structures and ideas, particularly relating 
to the village community, could elucidate European history. 

Social evolutionism and its twentieth-century version, 
modernization theory, are an explanation of and program for 
European domination on the world. These theories make the 
present of one civilization—India for example—the past of 
another, namely Western Europe. They locate the domina- 
tors and the dominated in one analytical system or scheme 
which is temporal. These theories say to Asians, Africans or 
Latin Americans: what you are today we have been in the 
past; you may become what we are today, but by that time 
we of course will be something else because we will have 
gone on. The modern developmental model as it was worked 
out by economists and political scientists in the fifties bor- 
rows this structure by trying to identify or scale aspects of 
third world societies in relation to the history of Europe. It 
assumes a lineality in European history—e.g. the movement 
from élite-based court politics to mass politics—that is both a 
prerequisite for modernization and an indicator of change. 
One can put eighteenth-century England and twentieth- 
century India into a common framework. The working of 
sociological, economic and political scientists’ models leads 
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to a view of culture and society as aspects, indicators, bits 
and pieces of things, which can be scaled and ranked to build 
indices of modernization. In this effort to view cultures as 
composed of comparable traits so that scales of an ‘objective’ 
kind can be created, meaning is ignored and the integrity of 
other societies becomes decomposed. 

The idea of indexing ‘traits’ or reducing complex socio- 
cultural phenomena to ‘indicators’ is tied to the idea of ‘data 
banks’ and ‘cases’. If the bank is prerequisite for a capitalist 
economy, then the data bank is the prerequisite for a sociologi- 
cal history. What is put into a data bank are bits of information 
concerning voting behaviour, strikes, price statistics—anything 
that is expected to yield comparative data over time. What the 
depositor in the bank thinks of as constant bits of coded be- 
haviour the borrower of the bank withdraws as correlations. 
The idea of the ‘case’ is somewhat more complicated than that 
of the data bank. As was noted above, the case is a means of 
turning the unknown into the known, of bounding and making 
meaningful so-called ‘raw’ data by the application of a priori 
criteria. As with older historical practice, where meaning was 
externally established by finding ‘watersheds’ or ‘turning 
points’ in relation to the ‘rise’ or ‘fall’ of this or that, the case 
is supposed to be a ‘sample’ of a larger universe. To study a 
small town in early nineteenth-century New England is to 
study a sample of the process of industrialization. The idea 
behind the case is to turn the particular into the general. 

The development of area programs in the United States 
may have been the impetus toward the wholesale hypheniza- 
tion of history, but it was quickly overtaken by other sources 
of borrowing—in the first instance, the great success models 
of postwar social science: that of economics; then soon after, 
that of sociology and political science. These fields quickly 
adapted the new technologies of the computer to the proces- 
sing of their data. Several other factors have contributed to 
the increasing interest among historians in social science— 
among them the rise to respectability of that soft porn of 
academic life, intellectual Marxism. The perceived changes 
which the Western world has gone through in the last 
twenty-five years also has been quickly reflected in the histo- 
rians’ problems and their adaptation of new methods. These 


38 HISTORY AND ANTHROPOLOGY: THE STATE OF PLAY 


include the rise in divorce rates and the re-emergence of the 
perennial question of the ‘breakdown’ of the family; also an 
apparent increase in the instability of the political order in 
Western Europe and the United States, signalled particularly 
in the student movement in France, the inauguration of new 
dictatorships in the sixties, and the anti-war and civil rights 
movements in the States. This has led to a renewed interest in 
the nature of solidarity and authority. The civil rights move- 
ment also led to the discovery of the depressed, the exploited 
and the ‘ethnic’ in the United States. 

The overall success models of sociology and economics, 
the new technology of the computer, promising a hitherto 
unimaginable degree of control of historical source materials, 
the availability of large-scale funding for ‘new’ approaches, 
the mounting sense of change and dislocation in the sixties, 
combined with the continuing interest in modernization, led 
to the proliferation of the new or hyphenated histories. By 
the mid-sixties there was a growing body of exemplary 
monographs and works in progress—e.g. Peter Laslett’s The 
World We Have Lost, Charles Tilly’s The Vendée and Stephan 
Thernstrom’s Poverty and Progress—which provided an agenda 
for the new histories and their growing body of adherents. 
A generation of intellectual entrepreneurs grew up who com- 
bined solid and innovative research with a messianic zeal for 
spreading a particular version of social-scientific history along 
with entrepreneurial skill in raising funds for conferences. 
Newsletters established constituencies for the many varie- 
ties of the new histories. Any new hyphenated history 
was legitimized through the establishment of a journal de- 
voted to its subject matter, or the appearance of a collection 
of articles and textbooks to be used in courses devoted to that 
historical domain. The final mark of success was to break 
into the established checkerboard classification by which new 
positions are created in history departments. Historians are 
professors of something which is defined as regional, then 
temporal, the basic curriculum of a history department being 
broken down into a series of broad categories—ancient, 
medieval, early modern, modern. This scheme is, of course, 
a scheme of Western history only. A generation ago this 
ethnocentrism was eroded by a new awareness of the rest of 
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the world, with Latin American, South Asian, Chinese and 
African histories claiming squares on the chequerboard. 
Now the new histories have their places on the chequer- 
board. Historians are now recruited to new slots on the basis 
of their specialization in approach and subject matter as well; 
they are not only hired for their temporal and regional 
specializations. -Today a balanced and broadened history 
department requires a quantitative historian, an urban historian, 
a woman’s historian or a psycho-historian. 


PROCTOLOGICAL HISTORY 


Each of the hyphenated histories is worthy of extended critical 
analysis, but for brevity’s sake I will discuss only one of 
these, what I call proctological history, the study of history 
from ‘the bottom up’. Proctological history is the study of 
the masses, the inarticulate, the deprived, the dispossessed, 
the exploited, those groups and categories in society seen by 
earlier and more elitist historians, not as protagonistic but as 
passive, and therefore not a proper historical focus. In the 
élitist historical tradition, the lower orders became the back- 
ground figures who among liberal historians were seen as the 
benefactors of the march toward civilization and among con- 
servative historians as the unruly and unwashed, who posed a 
continuing threat to a fragile and hard-won civilizing process. 
These groups, classes or categories—women, the lumpen 
proletariat, blacks, ethnics; in general, the dispossessed— 
are difficult in any society to study since the conventional 
organization of source materials, generally speaking, leave 
them out. In the last fifteen years, some of the most enduring 
and important works of historical scholarship have been 
motivated by an interest in the history of the excluded 
groups. The historians who study from the bottom up have 
demonstrated the possibility of a more complex and rounded 
history. When well done this work has been highly innova- 
tive and creative in the development of new sources, the use 
of oral traditions, the study of marginalia, the utilization of 
different kinds of records, to explore characteristics and life 
patterns of the inarticulate. The use of songs, folklore, public 
celebrations and rituals, as in the work of E. P. Thompson 
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and Natalie Z. Davis, have all extended in stimulating and 
suggestive fashion the nature of historical studies. 

These historians have also demonstrated the high utility of 
grounded Marxist theories. The proctological historians, in 
greatly expanding the subject matter of history, have done 
much to realize the Rankian dictum of history, that it should 
be the study of what actually was. By focusing on conflict, rep- 
ression and deprivation, I think unwittingly the proctological 
historians are bringing back as the problematic of social 
history not just history from the bottom up, but history from 
the top down as well. Their conclusions have directed us to 
the study of the structures and meanings involved in the crea- 
tion of systems of solidarity and authority and to what appear 
to be the unconscious systems of control which mark many 
modern societies. The dispossessed have to be put into the 
same contextual and analytical framework as the élites and 
ruling groups who are engaged in the maintenance and repre- 
sentation of social orders. What would seem to be the defin- 
ing feature of modern societies is the explicitness by which 
ruling groups are concerned with control of the internal and 
external ‘others’ and the proliferation of institutions—the 
police, prisons, social welfare agencies, hospitals, schools and 
codes (sanitary, criminal, building and occupational)— 
directed toward civilizing the colonized and controlling the 
masses at home. All of modern society seems to have been 
designed to keep objects and persons in ‘their place’. 

What started as a new kind of social history will bring us 
back to questions about the construction of culture, by which 
I mean systems of concepts, meanings and beliefs which are 
incorporated in and made manifest by symbols. By focusing 
on women, for example, historians have to deal with ques- 
tions not only of role allocation, distribution of income, 
repression and discrimination, which I would argue are sur- 
face features, but also of underlying cultural formations con- 
cerned with how people classify and order and symbolize 
their worlds. 

We cannot get around the study of the cultural order by 
dismissing it as attitudes, folk beliefs, mere ideological 
formations or false consciousness, or as merely the window 
dressing for the ‘practical realities’ of social life, because the 
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cultural order is the very basis of the institutional order. The 
true mystification as far as I am concerned is all those theories 
which try to reduce culture to the epiphenomenal or the 
dependent. There can be no practical realities without the 
symbolic coding of them as practical; the theory that the social 
is created out of action—the day-to-day decisions of myriads 
of people—truly obfuscates the nature of the social. People 
cannot act as maximizers—either out of self-interest or out 
of deep psychological conditionings (Freudian, Rankian or 
Rogerian)—without the pre-existence of meaning in cultural 
terms. 

Much of the praxis of the new proctological histories— 
family, women, urban, black—follows in form the older 
model of historical practice that I parodied earlier. With com- 
puters, historians can come closer to their old positivist ideal 
of total control of the source. The true Rankeian historians are 
those who think that by computerizing all the records of an 
English parish from the seventeenth century to the present, 
we will finally be able to write a ‘true’ history. The vast 
efforts which have gone into developing record linkage 
systems by which individuals and families can be traced 
through successive censuses is an updating of the old idea that 
individuals make history. 

Just as the nineteenth-century historians sought to collect 
every piece of paper relating to their past and put them bet- 
ween covers of books such as those monumental publication 
series of charters and saints’ lives, and just as they developed 
modern archives, so do contemporary historians think that 
they can recover everything from the past by putting it into a 
computer. History from the bottom up sends the historian to 
smaller and smaller localities so that he or she may observe 
the lives of people in the round. The assumption behind the 
smallness of scale (temporal and/or spatial) of the research of 
contemporary historians is positivistic: that when we have 
studied the workers in enough industrializing English cities, 
we will have the building blocks for a new and scientific his- 
tory. This is like the efforts of American historians of eighty 
years ago to study the constitutions of the thirteen American 
colonies, with the expectation that if there were enough 
monographs on specific political constitutions, we could then 
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write the true history of American democracy. 

There is a reification inherent in the new social history in 
its dependence on analytical categories like family, social 
mobility and industrialization to make local studies compara- 
ble. This ultimately evokes the crude social evolutionism of 
the nineteenth century. The new political history leads to 
objectification by positing voting as central to the understa- 
nding of the nature of the political order because it can 
be counted. It also leads to objectification by positing 
decision-making as an action. In substituting a theory of 
small group dynamics for an understanding of the macropo- 
litical order we live in, it not only trivializes scholarship but 
denies the responsibility of scholars to make meaningful the 
political world in which they live. 


TOWARDS AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL HISTORY 


I started this paper with the observation that anthropologists 
and historians do share a considerable amount at the episte- 
mological level. I then went on to describe two different 
modes of practice, models and their transformation into an 
epistemological anarchy which the discovery of new lands 
has brought to both professions through the expansion and 
reformulation of their practices and subject matters over the 
last twenty-five years. I will conclude by exploring the possi- 
bility of a conjuncture between history and anthropology, 
not just as another new speciality, not just as the means by 
which more hyphenated histories and anthropologies may 
be generated, but as the means by which an epistemology 
and subject matter common to the two disciplines might be 
reasserted. I am going to suggest that history can become 
more historical in becoming more anthropological, that 
anthropology can become more anthropological in becoming 
mote historical. 

I have argued that anthropologists work in space and histo- 
rians work through time in their respective construction of 
accounts of ‘otherness’. We know about otherness because 
both anthropologists and historians are comparativists. 
Anthropological comparison holds time and history constant 
and orders what is observed or read about in a spatial 
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metaphor through the use of systems of classification. By 
using their classificatory schemes, anthropologists can identify 
the actions or reports of actions of the natives as relating to 
institutions, modes of thought, or organization. At another 
level anthropologists are constantly involved in a kind of 
triangulation among what they are immediately studying, 
what they know of their own culture in a complex and reflec- 
tive fashion, and what they know of the range of possibilities 
learned from the reading and study of ethnographies. No 
matter how much the anthropologist may be committed to 
the idea of studying from the natives’ point of view, what he 
or she learns is always mediated by a subtle or not so subtle 
comparative method. This method, though, is atemporal, 
despite the fact that the cultures he studies are necessarily his- 
torical because they are constantly being constructed: people 
everywhere live lives which are constituted out of the past. 
Culture is continually being invented or modified, without 
being totally transformed. Men live in a world of intention 
and consequence. Intention and action are turned into culture 
by history. 

Anthropology as it tends to be practised takes what can 
be observed or drawn out of various performances and 
statements elicited or heard in the daily flow of activities and 
seeks to establish abstractions, relations, structures and 
meanings to organize the data he or she observes. But be- 
cause his methodology is synchronic, what the anthropolog- 
ist always tells us about Anthropologyland is a reification and 
an objectification. Studying in an historical mode would shift 
the anthropologist away from the objectification of social life 
to a study of its constitution and construction. All culture is 
constructed. It is the product of human thought. This pro- 
duct may over time become fixed ways of doing things. It may 
also be changed. Since culture is always being constituted 
and constructed, so it is also always being transformed. Cultures 
and societies are not natural objects. It is only through 
culture that we construct nature, not the other way around. 

This process of construction of cultures can be. studied 
through representations—those situations, to follow Dur- 
kheim, in which some members of society represent their 
theories and systems of classifications and constructs to 
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themselves and others. By representations I mean, among 
other things, etiquette, codes of conduct, large-scale political/ 
religious rituals, and the various forms of mythics which 
underlie such representations. It is through the study of these 
phenomena, rather than by concentration on ‘organization’ 
or ‘structure’ as it is abstracted from what the anthropologist 
denominates behaviour, that we can understand and ulti- 
mately compare systems of representation. 

The study of cultural constructions are more accessible 
than many anthropologists and historians like to think they 
are. Anthropological ‘others’ are part of the colonial world. 
In the historical situation of colonialism, both white rulers 
and indigenous peoples were constantly involved in repre- 
senting to each other what they were doing. Whites every- 
where came into other peoples’ worlds with models and 
logics, means of representation, forms of knowledge and ac- 
tion, with which they adapted to the construction of new en- 
vironments, peopled by new ‘others’. By the same token 
these ‘others’ had to restructure their worlds to encompass 
the fact of white domination and their own powerlessness. 
Hence, one of the primary subject matters of an historical 
anthropology or an anthropological history is, to use Balan- 
dier’s term, the colonial situation. This is not to be viewed as 
‘impact’, nor as ‘culture contact’, nor is it to be viewed 
through a methodology that seeks to sort what is introduced 
from what is indigenous. It is rather to be viewed as a situa- 
tion in which the European colonialist and the indigene are 
united in one analytic field. I have already made the observa- 
tion that the study of society from the bottom up necessarily 
leads to the study of ruling classes and the nature of control 
mechanisms and expropriations of various kinds. This is true 
of the study of the colonial situation as well. To study Au- 
stralian aborigines, or American Indians, or Indian villagers, 
without locating them in relation to the colonial structures 
which were or are the central social fact of their lives— 
without paying attention to the traders, the missionaries and 
administrators, and to the whole process by which the in- 
digenous peoples become incorporated in various fashions 
into the capitalist and socialist economies—is to trivialize the 
experience of the natives. 
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The study of the construction, constitution and representa- 
tions of culture is accessible not only for the study of the 
‘others’ but for the study of ourselves as well. We tend to 
overlook the facts that our cultures constantly undergo a pro- 
cess of construction and that the process of representation is 
just as much a part of our experience as it is a part of the ex- 
perience of the colonial world. Even societies which claim 
great antiquity and continuity such as England provide many 
examples of the process about which I am writing. One need 
only think of the transformation of the English monarchy in 
recent years. The English, no less than Indian villagers or the 
faculty at the University of Chicago, act as if what was re- 
cently created and denominated a ‘tradition’ is part of their 
ancient heritage. 

The black boxes of anthropological history are the con- 
cepts of event, structure and transformation. We write of an 
event as being unique, something that happens only once; yet 
every culture has a means to convert the uniqueness into a 
general and transcendent meaningfulness through the lan- 
guage members of the society speak. To classify phenomena 
at a ‘commonsense’ level is to recognize categories of events 
coded by the cultural system. An event becomes a marker 
within the cultural system. All societies have such markers, 
which can be public or private. The death of a ruler may be 
mourned by rituals which turn the biographic fact of a death 
into a public statement relating not only to a particular ruler 
but to rulership per se. In many societies ritual transforms 
uniqueness into structure. 

Birth, marriage, the dissolution of a marriage or death are 
unique events which a sociologist turns into rates in order to 
make statements about change. He writes about fertility, 
mortality, the ‘breakdown of the family’ as if the summation 
of series of events in an arithmetic or statistical form is both a 
statement about and an explanation of these events. Much of 
current social history is based on such assumptions. An 
anthropological history, while recognizing the utility of such 
summary statements, is concerned not with the rate itself, 
but with the underlying structure as a whole to which the 
summation of rates of parts relates. 

Conventionally historians are interested in chronology, the 
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idea that events can be ordered and dated according to a fixed 
criterion external to the event itself. Time in our cultural system 
is measurable and finite, and analytically we divide the flow 
of events into chronological periods. By period or age we im- 
ply some kind of wholeness and homogeneity—the ‘Age of 
Enlightenment’, the ‘Age of Revolution’—in which parts fit 
together in some kind of coherent pattern. Yet neither a so- 
cial or cultural system is totally integrated—subsystems may 
change or transform at different rates—and temporal unities 
do not therefore necessarily demarcate analytic entities. The 
period or duration of an anthropological history can only be 
determined in relation to the questions being asked and the 
subject being studied. Some events, some decisions are more 
crucial than others. They have structural consequences which 
are apparent only after they have happened. The reason an 
anthropologist studies history is that it is only in retrospect, 
after observing the structure and its transformations, that it is 
possible to know the nature of the structure. 

In 1772, Warren Hastings, Governor of Bengal (which 
only recently had come under British control) decided as part 
of a plan for the governance of this territory that the East 
India Company’s courts would administer Hindu law for 
Hindus and Muslim law for Muslims. This decision had 
ramifying consequences which eventually led to the notion 
that Indian civilization was founded on particular Sanskrit 
texts. By the middle of the nineteenth century these were 
conceived to be the very embodiment of an authentic India. 
The idea of the primacy of the Sanskritic component in Indi- 
an civilization then became the determinant of action, policy 
and structure, not only for the rulers but for many of the 
ruled. What had been fluid, complex, even unstructured, be- 
came fixed, objective and tangible. 

The establishment of such a cultural construct has a dura- 
tion and chronology of its own, related to but often indepen- 
dent of other constructs. What had been a decision taken at a 
particular time, for what the actors thought to be pragmatic 
reasons and which is therefore explicable in those terms, had 
a consequence which wholly transcended its origins. What 
had been a dependent variable—the result of an action 
through time—became an independent variable and the 
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determinant of action. I think an anthropological history is not 
about a place being a place in the sense of being a bounded 
geographic location, or, for that matter, in the sense of what 
in the older anthropological literature was called a tribe, vil- 
lage or category of people. We might choose to study in a 
certain place, but the unit of our study is not a place. Nor is it 
a segment of time as a sequence of empirical events. What 
occurred in India cannot be understood in temporal or spatial 
terms because it was representational or cultural. The units 
of study in anthropological history should be cultural and 
culturally derived: honour, power, authority, exchange, 
reciprocity, codes of conduct, systems of social classification, 
the construction of time and space, rituals. One studies these 
in a particular place and over time, but the study is about the 
construction of cultural categories and the process of that 
construction, not about place and time. 

How one decides what to study should be set by the ques- 
tions being asked, which in turn derive from the theoretical 
insights the scholar brings to the study. We know a great deal 
about the world and it is time we stopped acting as if each 
new piece of historical or anthropological work were for the 
purpose of filling a gap or providing a building stone. Our 
graduate research education is designed to teach something 
about the ethnographic and historical record, to introduce 
students to theories and debate about how parts of the world 
have come to be known and constructed. Each piece of re- 
search doesn’t start as if it were year one, nor does the scholar 
begin as a tabula rasa to be instructed by the native or the 
document, nor is he or she merely a pencil which records in 
some fashion what is read or seen. 


THE FIELD AND THE ARCHIVE 


The diagnostic work place of the historians and anthropol- 
ogists, the field and the archive, contrast with respect to the 
differing modes of comprehension each represents. In some 
respect the anthropologist creates texts he or she puts together 
out of the process of learning the language, observation, dis- 
cussion, and interviews, accounts of events, and the persons 
and meanings he or she comes to have insight into. These are 
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constantly being cross-referenced in the anthropologist’s 
mind and notebook. Text and context are created simul- 
taneously. The anthropologist may directly transcribe texts 
in the form of stories, myths, descriptions of rituals, biog- 
raphies and genealogies. The analysis of these texts and the 
building of contexts is by induction, with reference to daily 
events and through the anthropologist’s capacity to clarify 
and refine the models tentatively proposed throughout field- 
work by questioning informants further. The culture of the 
‘others’ is not only in the notebooks but in the memory of the 
anthropologist, who can recall a great deal about the specific 
or more general context of the text; and the note, transcrip- 
tion or observation in the notebook can trigger the recovery 
of much more than is actually recorded. 

The historian needs the direct experience of another culture 
through systematic fieldwork. It is not just the idea of the 
exotic, but the sense one gets that other systems work, -that 
there are such things as cultural logics, that there is as much 
rationality in other societies as in our own, even though they 
flow from other principles. The experiences of having to use 
another language and seeing how meanings are contextual- 
ized are crucial to a true understanding of history. 

Taking the anthropological experience into the archive 
or library enables the historian to better appreciate the sig- 
nificance of what would otherwise appear to be mere trivia, 
to understand how other cultures can be structured and 
constructed. The ideal is, of course, that there be some conti- 
nuity between the foci of anthropological and historical 
research, but this is not always possible. 

Archives are cultural artifacts which encompass the past 
and the present. The historian learns that filing systems are 
codes, and a considerable amount of time has to be spent 
in learning how the particular documents being used were 
produced. Documents must be collated and statements of 
various kinds tested for reliability. The texts found by the 
historian have to be read not only for ‘facts’ or ‘indications’ 
but for the meanings intended. This can only be done 
through understanding the shadings of language and the 
structure of the text, and through the development of sensi- 
tivity to changes in form through time. 
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The work of the historian proceeds outside the archive as 
well. R. H. Tawney argued that historians needed ‘fewer 
sources and stouter boots’. The past exists not only in records 
of the past, but survives in buildings, objects and landscapes 
of the present day, the observation of which assist the historian 
in constructing the context. The anthropological historian 
therefore should have the working experience of both the 
field and the archive. There are no shortcuts. No quick 
packaging of the skills, methods, insights and findings in 
handbooks can substitute for the act of doing an anthropo- 
logical history. 


Anthropology and History 
in the 1980s: Towards a 
Rapprochement* 


History and anthropology are forms of knowledge, the crea- 
tion, formalization, and practice of which are deeply embed- 
ded in the historical experience of Western Europe from the 
fifteenth century to the present. Until the eighteenth century 
anthropology was a part of history. Historians sought to 
understand otherness in time by postulating a relationship 
between the past and the present, the past being lineally and 
causally related to the present. The belief that the present was 
the result of the past, and the belief that the way men lived, 
their institutions of governance, and their social forms, as 
well as their ideas, had been shaped over time, was not mere- 
ly part of the belief system of scholars, but become deeply 
embedded in European culture. 

This past, which affected the present, could be studied and 
transmitted by identifying evidence of past action and 
thought in various collective representations embodied in 
texts, art forms, architecture, social practices, and customs. 
The European native theory of time itself was transformed 

* Stephen Blum, Geoff Eley, Raymond Grew, Renato Resaldo, David 
Schneider, and Michael Silverstein read and gave me extensive comments 
on an earlier draft of this article. I do not think that I have met many of their 
criticisms nor answered most of their questions; I hope that I will next time. 
© 1981 by The Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the editors of 
The Journal of Interdisciplinary History. Reprinted from The Journal of Inter- 
disciplinary History, xm (1981), pp. 227-52, with permission of the editors 
of JIH and the MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass. 
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into chronology, with the idea that time could be objectively 
measured and computed through the regular divisions of 
time into periods to which events could be assigned by dates. 

Europeans believed that the world, animate and inanimate, 
had an absolute and datable origin. They had developed the 
idea of chronology in which time was conceived of in a linear 
fashion, which enabled them to order by date the reigns of 
kings, the lives of saints, and the events that affected polities. 
They also developed a distinction between what they 
thought of as true history and fables, which were untrue or 
fictitious. Chronology, the capacity to sort events, ideas, 
persons, and lives into before and after statements, is the 
basic methodological assumption which underlies the prac- 
tice of all historians. With the invention of chronology Euro- 
peans constructed a real world out of the past which they 
thought of in the eighteenth century—and we continue to 
think of—as natural and all-encompassing. Everything for 
Europeans has a history, and to discover the history of some- 
thing is to explain it. 

Interlocked with the construction of a European past, a 
different kind of past was discovered by Europeans in what 
they thought of as the New World, Oceania, and the vaguely 
known worlds of Africa and Asia. The history which Euro- 
peans constructed for themselves was part of a growing pro- 
cess of control over space. In Europe, as Furet argues, the 
past as history was increasingly related to the definition of, 
and the marking of, the boundaries of states and nations. 
‘From the sixteenth century to the Enlightenment, history- 

. . was above all the history of nations, i.e. of the peoples 
and states of Europe.’ Europeans saw themselves and their 
nations as the progressive elements in the world. The anthro- 
pologists’ subject became primitive peoples associated with 
the natural or the fallen world, as distinguished from Europe, 
where the people were cultured, civilized, and progressive. 
In the nineteenth century, not only did Europeans dominate 
the land of the ‘primitives’, but they also controlled directly 
or indirectly, the space of the once civilized Asia. The peoples 
of Asia were cast as backward, non-progressive, inert, once 
civilized and progressive, and Oriental. The history of these 
peoples might be reconstructed if they only produced the 
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documents, chronicles, and annals of great political and 
military events.’ 

In the nineteenth century, Europeans tried to reconstruct 
the history of the Chinese, the Indians, and the Saracens in 
European terms as a reverse of the history that they con- 
structed for themselves: as a history of peoples once power- 
ful, creative, and progressive, who had lost direction and 
were now relegated to finding their history in a golden age of 
the once great. Their past or their cleverness in inventing the 
concepts of zero, chess, and polo could be admired as one 
admires a piece of Greek statuary, but their civilizations were 
curiosities left to eccentrics and pedagogues to enjoy and 
ponder, and were relegated to the fossil bed of history. 

By the end of the eighteenth century anthropologists were 
left to the study of the external others who were separated 
from the Europeans by space. Their field became a kind of 
non-history, since it dealt with societies which were unchang- 
ing, or at best slowly moving—societies which could not 
have history because they had no chronology. Even if they 
were literate, as were the ancient Indians, Mill argued that 
their texts were ‘destitute of historical records’ and contain 
only ‘the miraculous transactions of former times’.” 

Anthropology in the first half of the nineteenth century 
concerned itself with ‘archaic’ civilizations and the customs 
of ‘the primitives’, the anthropologist’s method being 
thought of as a form of history. Given the absence of datable 
documents and events out of which a chronology could be 
constructed, anthropologists reconstructed the laws of social 
development through the comparative method. This method 
was thought to be an extension of the methods of compara- 
tive philologists, who had demonstrated through compari- 
son of grammatical features, phonologies, and lexical items 
that Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin had a common origin. Victo- 
rian anthropologists thought that this comparative form of 
reasoning could be applied to the history of religion, mythol- 
ogy, law, politics, marriage, and the family. 

The classification system used by the comparativists was 
developed in the eighteenth century and was based on analy- 
tical units of customs, manners, morals, and institutions 
thought to be universal and rooted in the human condition. 
Society, as the concept was explored by the Scottish philo- 
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sophers of the eighteenth century, was based on man’s anim- 
al nature and his needs to acquire food, clothing, and shelter. 
These needs, combined with the long periods of dependency 
of the human child, lead, the Scottish philosophers thought, 
to the origin of the family. The dependency and inter- 
dependency within the family generated a principle of recip- 
rocal services and co-operation which resulted in the creation 
of social institutions, the policy, the economy, law, religion, 
and education.° 

For the eighteenth-century Scottish philosophers the idea 
of progress and the goal of happiness seemed to be self- 
evident. Everywhere the process of change was from simple 
to complex, from irrational to rational, and from superstition 
to enlightenment. Since society and culture were rooted in 
nature, the Enlightenment philosophers assumed that there 
would be commonalities of structure and function of institu- 
tions in all societies of particular types. Societies were scaled 
from simple to complex based on an index of techniques for 
subsistence: those peoples dependent on hunting historically 
preceded those dependent on pastoralism and agriculture. 
The scale could be used to translate space into history by the 
identificatron of subsistence systems of a group. Combined 
with the scale there was an inventory of domains or institu- 
tions, some of which were thought to be universal, such as 
the family, religion, and higher levels of organization, such 
as bands. The particular forms of these institutions could be 
associated with a stage or level of growth and compared to 
yield laws of growth or history. 

By comparing such institutions as the family, the polity, 
and the law, anthropologists thought that they could write 
the history of these institutions. Maitland’s frequently quoted 
and much misunderstood dictum that ‘by and by Anthropol- 
ogy will have the choice between being history and being 
nothing’ was directed at scientific sociologists’ who claimed 
that there were general historical laws and not at those histo- 
rians who tried to reconstruct the past of a particular people 
at a particular time. The comparativists’ sources were 
accounts by travelers, missionaries, and colonial administ- 
rators, who reported on ‘Natives’ and ‘native institutions’; 
classical texts; the writings of historians of the ancient world 
and Europe; and accounts of customs of the ‘archaic’ folk 
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within their own societies, recorded by antiquarians and 
folklorists.* 

There have been sporadic efforts since the eighteenth 
century systematically to collect information about the customs 
and manners of those primitive and archaic peoples who 
increasingly came under the control of European colonial 
powers. The attempt to construct these colonial sociologies 
was prompted by a combination of intellectual curiosity, scho- 
larly interests, particularly relating to Asia, and pragmatic 
necessity in the colonies to control the colonized so that their 
labour and products could be made accessible to the metro- 
politan capitalist economies. Systems of colonial control 
rested on knowledge, whether it was the knowledge of both 
the language and the culture that a missionary needed in Fiji 
to translate the Bible; the insight that a British official had to 
have in India to define landed property so that taxes could be 
collected; the understanding of local politics that slavery 
needed in West Africa; or the sensitivity that an Indian agent 
had to show in the Upper Peninsula of Michigdn in order to 
‘settle’ Indians on their reservations. | 

While the sphere of interest of historians through the 
nineteenth century increasingly became nation states, anthro- 
pologists were relegated to the study of colonial peoples 
dominated by European nations. The history of European 
peoples could be found in archives; the customs of dominated 
peoples overseas were to be found in the ‘field’. In the six- 
teenth century, missionaries, explorers, traders, soldiers, and 
administrators began writing accounts of the lives of the ‘ex- 
otics’, which were studied by those constructing anthropolo- 
gical histories or accounts of primitive institutions. Govern- 
ments and scholars sought more and more ‘facts’ about those 
people who were to be civilized at home and overseas. In the 
metropolitan societies, censuses and surveys recorded facts 
about ‘dangerous classes’ and the ‘unruly’ to provide the basis 
for legislation and the development of institutions through 
which they could be controlled. Increasing efforts on the part 
of scholarly organizations and government bodies were made 
to draw up and circulate questionnaires to Europeans over- 
seas so that they could collect systematic information about 
indigenous peoples." 
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The data collected in this ad hoc fashion came to be seen in- 
creasingly as suspect and amateurish by a small but growing 
group of academically trained ‘scientists’ in the United 
States, Germany, and Great Britain. They viewed the prac- 
tice of anthropology as a proto-laboratory science in which 
data had to be carefully collected before they could be used to 
test hypotheses about the nature of social laws. Expeditions 
were organized to collect data relevant for specific scientific 
and historical questions.°® 

By the 1920s British and American anthropologists had 
turned radically away from the comparative studies of the 
nineteenth century. Two new anthropological projects now 
emerged. British scholars reasserted the Enlightenment pro- 
ject of a natural science of society, based on a description 
and analysis of the structure and functioning of social forms 
within bounded groups. For the Americans the object of anth- 
ropology became the construction or reconstruction of the 
uniqueness of individual cultures in relation to their histories, 
and the search for the mechanisms through which these 
cultures were transmitted. Although the project of anthropo- 
logists began to proliferate and to vary as they have until the 
present, fieldwork—the direct, first-hand observation of native 
peoples—continues to be the hallmark of anthropologists. 
Although Malinowski did not ‘invent’ field work, his book, 
The Argonauts of the Western Pacific, published in 1922, was 
taken by most anthropologists as the locus classicus of the 
anthropological method. What a document is to historians, 
fieldwork is to anthropologists. ’ 

Malinowski stated that the ethnographer’s ‘sources are in 
the behaviour and in the memory of living men’, which 
could only be obtained through direct observation. The goals 
of the ethnographer were to draw up, on the basis of these 
sources, ‘all the rules and regularities of tribal life; all that was 
permanent and fixed’; and to depict ‘an autonomy of their 
culture . . . and the constitution of their society.’ In addi- 
tion, anthropologists recorded ‘the natives’ views, opinions 
and utterances’, and, by writing down texts in the natives’ 
language, rendered ‘the verbal contour of native thought as 
precisely as possible.’ Through these texts, documents, or 
‘native mentality’, anthropologists had to ‘grasp the native’s 
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point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his 
world’.® 

An indigenous language was not merely something which 
anthropologists had to learn, just as historians needed to 
know Latin or Greek to read texts, or German or Turkish to 
read documents, but it bound their objects of study to the 
assumption of one language, one culture. As nation states be- 
came historians’ object of investigation in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, so the communities of language speakers became 
anthropologists’ unit of study in the twentieth century. 

Anthropological fieldwork requires several significant 
epistemological entailments as it reduces the subject of en- 
quiry to ‘my people’—those amongst whom anthropologists 
live and work and who appear in monographs. The object of 
fieldwork becomes the establishment and reification of the 
‘authenticity’ of the peoples amongst whom the anthropo- 
logists work. This authenticity exists in the temporal frame, 
the ‘ethnographic present.’ The ethnographic present does 
not necessarily exist at the time and place in which anthropo- 
logists are working, but it is their reconstruction through 
long conversations with the natives of what the natives were 
like before the intrusion of European colonial domination. 
Anthropologists reconstruct the ‘ethnographic present’ by 
‘lopping off the more obvious results of colonial rule’. If the 
study is one about law, then it is the chief’s court in an Afri- 
can tribe or the memories of half-remembered conflicts, 
rather than the European judge’s court or the contemporary 
squabbles on a modern reservation, that provide the data to 
be collected. When anthropologists study Hindu cosmolo- 
gies, the account is drawn from shastric texts or discussions 
with pandits, and one never finds out how these concepts are 
reconciled with what is taught to many Indians in contem- 
porary schools, where the students learn about a world 
which revolves on its axis every twenty-four hours.’ - 


THE RETURN TO HISTORY 


Ethnohistorians of native North America, Africa, Australia, 
and Oceania began a generation ago to try to write the his- 
tory of their traditional subjects from the native’s own stand- 
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point. The sources used by ethnohistorians included docu- 
ments written by European observers, the records of colonial 
governments, oral traditions, and the results of archaeologic- 
al and historical linguistic research. They also drew on a vari- 
ety of anthropological models and more recent ethnographic 
accounts to interpret older, and what had been thought to be 
less reliable or more biased accounts. Trigger, whose work 
on the Huron is among the most complete and sophisticated 
ethnohistorical accounts of a North American Indian peo- 
ple, locates the work of ethnohistorians between conven- 
tional historians and anthropologists, methodologically 
and chronologically between pre-history as reconstructed 
by archaeologists and the ‘ethnographic present’ of field 
anthropologists. '° 

Traditional historians who have studied the history of the 
American Indians have been limited in their perspective be- 
cause they used documents which were generated by white 
conquerors; hence they accepted many of the assumptions of 
those who produced these sources. The Indian was seen 
either negatively or romantically as part of the environment, 
or as a problem to be overcome by the settlers. The basic 
analytical units which these historians used centred on the 
control and administration of the natives and on relations be- 
tween whites and Indians in trade, warfare, and diplomacy. 1 
Trigger points out that traditional anthropologists have diffi- 
culties locating and working with archival materials. 


When historical sources are used by anthropologists, it is usually 
to illustrate or support some particular point they wish to 
make. . . . Statements are considered without reference to their 
immediate context, and no effort is made to assess the biases or 
abilities of the recorder. The result is a mixture of arrogance and 
naiveté in the use of material which frequently repels the profes- 
sional historian. !2 


Much of the more recent work of anthropologists on 
North American Indians deals with change; the assumption 
which is frequently made is that these changes can be mea- 
sured from earlier ethnographic accounts which purport to 
be about the ‘untouched’ natives. As Brasser and others have 
observed, however, ‘the Indian world had already been dis- 
torted before the first notes of ethnographic value had been 
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jotted down:’ Hence, ethnohistorians must undertake a ‘de- 
tailed historical study of changes in Indian life.’ The chrono- 
logical gap which ethnohistorians have to overcome is that of 
the time between the first direct or indirect white contact and 
the formalization of the ethnography of a particular Indian 
group.” 

A major contribution of ethnohistorians has been to make 
historians and anthropologists increasingly aware that ‘au- 
thentic natives’, the conventional objects of anthropological 
enquiry, had already gone through extensive changes before 
the first ethnographer appeared on the scene to record the 
texts and characteristics of their lives. In many parts of the 
world these changes preceded the establishment of direct 
European contact through the introduction of exotic mic- 
robes arid viruses and the European demand for labour, re- 
sources, and objects, which often led to major ecological 
transformations. '* | 

One of the many ironies which marks the history of Euro- 
pean relations with the rest of the world is that many of what 
we take to be authentic markers of the aboriginals of North 
America were created as result of European contact. The 
totem poles of the north-west coast, which adorn our parks 
and museums, could not have been constructed on the scale 
we see them without the introduction of iron tools. The cul- 
tures and societies of the plains Indians were reconstituted af- 
ter the advent of the horse. The crafts in Indian shops of the 
American Southwest and in most American airports fol- 
lowed the arrival of the Spanish, who brought sheep for the 
wool of Navajo blankets and tools to create the turquoise and 
silver jewelry adored by authenticity-seeking hippies. 


CULTURE AS MEDIATED BY HISTORY 


In the first half of the nineteenth century, Fiji, like most of 
the islands of the Pacific, was the scene of a complicated poli- 
tical, commercial, and theological war waged by European 
traders, labour recruiters, missionaries, sailors, planters, and 
administrators for the bodies, minds, souls, land, labour, and 
products of the indigenous peoples. For the Europeans, 
firearms, alcohol, trade goods, conversion to Christianity, 
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and the occasional appearance of a European warship were 
the resources mustered to gain control over the peoples and 
their islands. The method primarily used was to enter into an 
alliance with local rulers in their battles with other Fijians by 
advancing them goods and services in return for the use of 
land and labour. Also involved were Tongans who them- 
selves had come under European influence a generation be- 
fore the Fijians, and sought to extend their hegemony over 
parts of the Fiji Islands. By 1860 the goal for most of the 
Europeans in Fiji was the permanent acquisition of land 
which could be exploited to grow sugar and cotton, this land 
being acquired from Fijian chiefs through grants, purchase, 
and fraud. "° 

Although Europeans had been active in Fiji since the be- 
ginning of the nineteenth century, no European power had 
annexed or claimed sovereignty over the Islands until 1874, 
when a ‘government’ of Fijians and Europeans ceded the is- 
lands to the British Crown. Sir Arthur Gordon, the first 
permanent British Governor, arrived in 1875 to establish a 
government consonant ‘with the spirit in which native in- 
stitutions have been framed, and endeavour so to work them 
as to develop to the utmost possible extent the latent capaci- 
ties of the people for the management of their own affairs’. 
One of Gordon’s first tasks was to settle the question of the 
legal ‘ownership’ of the land in Fiji through a commission 
established to investigate European and Fijian claims to the 
land. Gordon came to Fiji after being a colonial civil servant 
in New Brunswick, Trinidad, and Mauritius. He had a repu- 
tation for concern for the welfare of native peoples and be- 
lieved that the Fijians should be ruled according to their own 
customs and institutions. '© 

In order to decide who owned the land, decisions had to be 
made about the nature of the indigenous political system and 
the position of chiefs or headmen in relation to the Fijian so- 
cial groups of clans, lineages, and villages. Gordon believed 
that the Fijians should be ruled by their own chiefs, exercis- 
ing their traditional rights; European officials were to be arbi- 
ters of conflicts among the Fijian rulers, and were to act as su- 
pervisors. Under the act of cession all land which had not 
been alienated previous to the act was to be declared Crown 
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land. Europeans who claimed possession of Fijian acreage 
had to provide evidence of how their land was acquired and 
had to prove that its acquisition had not been by fraud. Gor- 
don’s policy was to maintain a substantial amount of land in 
local hands so that Fijians could develop ‘in accordance with 
their own traditional institutions. "7 

Before Gordon’s arrival it had been assumed by Europeans 
that chiefs had a right to alienate land and this right was su- 
perior to any inferior’s right to use the land; hence, land 
could be transferred outright to Europeans and the rights of 
users extinguished. Gordon was an enthusiastic follower of 
the anthropology of his time and believed in the theory of 
unilinear evolution propounded by Lewis Henry Morgan in 
Ancient Society (New York, 1877). Following Morgan’s 
typology Gordon declared that the Fijians were just emerg- 
ing from ‘barbarism’ and were at a stage in which land was 
communally held and was therefore inalienable by any indi- 
vidual, be he chief or commoner. 

Lorimer Fison, a Methodist missionary resident in Fiji for a 
number of years before Gordon arrived, who had collected 
information on kinship terminology in response to Morgan’s 
questionnaire for his study, Systems of Consanguinity and 
Affinity of the Human Family (Washington, D.C., 1870), was 
also active in the debate about the nature of Fijian customs. 
Fison argued, on the basis of Morgan’s evolutionary typology, 
that the Fijians were pre-feudal, a stage reached only after the 
production and use of iron, and were in the stage of middle 
barbarism because they were a stone-age people. In this stage 
the chief may be a commoner’s lord, but could not be his 
landlord. Hence, the evidence that the Land Commission 
was collecting indicated that some Fijians indeed had what 
appeared to be private property rights were taken by Gordon 
and Fison to be evidence not of ancient Fijian customs and 
traditions, but of more recent practices due to European 
corruption. '® 

By the early twentieth century a system of governance had 
been established in Fiji which consisted of a series of neatly 
graded social groupings, at the base of which were villages, 
grouped into sections which had chiefs. These chiefs had su- 
perior chiefs who were grouped into territorially defined 
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councils; the councils’ chiefs were part of a Fijian-wide gov- 
erning body. Land was declared to be communally held by 
kin groups who had chiefs to whom payments and services 
were owed by the communal groups. Except for those lands 
to which Europeans could establish title based on traditional 
custom, no foreigners—Europeans or the increasing number 
of East Indians who had been imported as indentured labour- 
ers on the European plantations—could acquire permanent 
rights over land not previously alienated. There was thought 
to be a uniformity of structure and custom throughout the 
300 islands. "°? 

Fijians may not have been the originators of their reconsti- 
tuted social order, but literate Fijians quickly learned about 
their ‘true and ancient traditions’ from British officials, mis- 
sionaries, and from British and Fijian publications. Follow- 
ing the anthropology of the late nineteenth century, Fijians 
‘discovered’ an origin myth which explained their history 
and their customs. Sahlins, who did field work in Moala, one 
of the Fijian Islands, in the 1950s, reported, ‘If you ask a 
Moalan today where his ancestors originally came from 

. you will probably receive the jarring reply, “Tanganyika 
perhaps” ’. This interesting and erroneous piece of history, 
Sahlins continues, ‘is wholly of recent manufacture, perpetrated 
as much by speculative Europeans as by inventive natives’ .”° 

What the Moalans are referring to is the legend of the 
Kaunitoni migration: according to this tradition, a chief who 
had migrated from Thebes and had settled his people on the 
shores of Lake Tanganyika subsequently migrated in a great 
canoe, the Kaunitoni, eastward across the Indian Ocean and 
the Pacific until he landed on the rocky shore of Viti Levu, 
one of the larger Fijian Islands. From this landfall the people 
of the canoe and their descendants dispersed all over the Fiji 
Islands. This legendary origin of the peoples is now widely 
known; anthropologists have reported it since the early 
twentieth century, and archaeologists use it as the beginning 
point of their reconstruction of Fijian pre-history.”! 

The source of the Kaunitoni origin myth appears to have 
been compounded out of the speculations and ‘research’ of 
three Europeans: Jesse, Carey and Fison, Missionaries who 
published a text book for Fijian schools on the ‘history’ of 
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Fiji, and the work of Basil Thompson, a British official and 
amateur anthropologist. Cary and Lorimer, on the basis of a 
study of place names, myths, and customs of ancient Thebes, 
and a study of tribes in Tanganyika and contemporary Fiji, 
tried to establish commonalities, which would ‘prove’ an 
ultimate Thebean origin for the Fijians. In 1892 a Fijian lan- 
guage newspaper sponsored a contest ‘to select and preserve a 
definitive version of the legendary history of the Fijian peo- 
ple’. The winning account appeared to have been written for 
the. paper by Illai Motonocoka, a Fijian employed as a clerk 
by Thompson.” 

The process of the conversion of the European model of tra- 
ditional Fijian social structure into a ‘native’ model appeared 
to be so authentic that anthropologists in the 1950s took it 
as the base line from which social changes in the twentieth 
century could be assessed. In the 1960s and 1970s, as anthro- 
pologists, mainly through France’s work, have become aware 
of how ‘traditional’ Fijian customs were created and codified, 
they have sought once again, like the missionaries and admi- 
nistrators of the mid-nineteenth century, to seek ‘authentic’ 
or original Fijian customs which lay behind the statements 
and practices of contemporary Fijians. 

Why did Sahlins report that, when the Moalans told him 
that they had originally come from Tanganyika, it was ‘an 
erroneous piece of history’ and the ‘product of recent manu- 
facture’? He assumed that it was erroneous in terms of what 
he knew of ‘the history’ of the peoples of the Pacific. Why can 
the Kaunitoni legend not pass the anthropologists’ authenticity 
test? Anthropologists have no trouble reporting as authentic, 
i.e. very real to the people being studied, all sorts of ‘improb- 
able and erroneous ideas’ held by peoples everywhere. For the 
and erroneous ideas’ held by peoples everywhere. For the 
anthropologist authenticity, like chronology for the historian, 
is something natural—it has always been, therefore it has no 
history. Hence when the anthropologist is confronted, 
as was Sahlins, with something he knows was introduced 
from ‘outside’, this is seen as an invention of particular persons 
whose intentions are knowable and can be dismissed as not 
being true or authentic in a particular native culture.” 

The case of Fiji illustrates a process by which cultures have 
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become constructed and reconstructed in much of the mod- 
ern world, and have been accepted both by natives and others 
who study natives. Anthropologists cling to the idea that a 
people must have an ‘authentic’ culture and their verification 
of this authenticity comes from studying the natives’ point of 
view. This verification is the counterpart of the positivist 
historians’ conviction that the study of documents is the 
means by which a true or real account of what ‘actually 
happened’ can be constructed. 

What has been established in Fiji may be termed a colonial 
orthodoxy or a colonial sociology—a conscious model de- 
veloped by the European rulers of what they took to be the 
traditional native social structure. This model was based on 
general theories of society and culture, which categorized 
the subjects in relation to their rulers as primitive, archaic, 
barbarian, savage, feudal, pre-modern, backward, or unde- 
veloped. According to these categories and their imp- 
lied theories, the social groups were frequently assigned 
functional roles (such as warriors, rulers, peasants, intellec- 
tuals, artisans, and ‘traditional’ élites) in a hierarchical order 
which was partially determined by a European construction 
of the history and culture of the ruled. Colonial sociology 
or orthodoxy defined temporal and spatial boundaries 
which marked off colonial territories one from the other, and 
institutions of the colonial control were established within 
them. 

The native peoples who were the objects and subjects of 
these colonial control systems were caught up in a complex 
dialectic; they participated in the definition and compilation 
of the colonial sociology, not merely as informants, but 
frequently as the shapers and interpreters of the indigenous 
cultures. Everywhere the Europeans went they had guides to 
what was for them the ‘unknown’, be it the indigenous trade 
routes of North America, the sources of gold and silver in 
Latin America, or the language and thought of the Vedas in 
India. To most of the places that the Europeans went, from 
the seventeenth century to the present, they carried sacred 
objects, which imparted to them magic and charisma— 
cloths, guns, books, clocks, cameras, printing presses, the 
telegraph, railroads, and ships—the ideas of heaven and hell, 
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and orders, routines, and codes of conduct, all of which set 
them apart and made them powerful. In many places natives 
wanted the objects and the knowledge the Europeans had, 
and through force and attraction began to learn to understand 
and manipulate the ideas and objects the Europeans brought 
into their world.** 


ANTHROPOLOGICAL HISTORY 


Since the early twentieth century some historians have 
looked to anthropology, not just as one of the auxiliary 
sciences, but as a co-discipline. Thompson finds ‘the anthro- 
pological impulse chiefly felt, not in model building, but in 
locating new problems, in seeking. old problems in new 
ways, in an emphasis upon norms or value systems and upon 
rituals, in attention to expressive functions of forms of riot 
and disturbance, upon symbolic expressions of authority, 
control and hegemony’. Stone has commented that anthropo- 
logists are now taking more interest in the study of change, 
and in turn symbolic anthropologists, such as Mary Douglas, 
Victor Turner, and Clifford Geertz, are attracting the 
attention of some younger historians.” 

The best French historians, writes Le Roy Ladurie, ‘from 
Marc Bloch to Pierre Goubert’ have been ‘systematic syste- 
matizers’ and have ‘practiced structuralism, deliberately 
or sometimes unconsciously’. Braudel, not without some 
reservations, associates his work with that of Claude Lévi- 
Strauss in the search for structural laws. The distinction made 
by the French historians between event-based history and 
history conceived of as ‘motionless’ and of long duration, has 
led historians of this school, suggests Furet, to ‘rediscover the 
long economic states of permanence and the social and cultu- 
ral inertias which have long characterized the societies of the 
ethnologist’. LeGoff sees a ‘new’ political history which 
‘would be almost immobile if it was not linked, as political 
anthropology has shown it to be, to the essentially conflictual 
and therefore dynamic structures of societies’. LeGoff, like 
Furet, expects that historians and ethnologists will be closer 
to each other after a divorce of 200 years.” 

The ethnologists’ concern with ‘repeated or expected 
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events, feast days . . . events linked to biological and family 
history—birth, marriage and death... the liturgical ele- 
ment in a historical society . . . the study of states of mind, 
mental outlooks . . . the role of magical elements, charisma’ 
are now central concerns of historians. The anthropology 
projected by these historians is concerned with stability, 
structure, regularity, the local, the common, the small scale, 
and the expressive, symbolic, and magical. These features are 
typical of immobile or slow moving societies, which Lévi- 
Strauss termed ‘cold’ societies. In societies in which change 
seems cumulative, rapid, and transformative of the struc- 
tures, then the anthropologically influenced historians look 
for those groups or categories within these ‘hot’ societies 
who maintain aspects of this more immobile past—the 
engulfed and marginalized peasantry, the stubborn working 
classes, women who are mired in domesticity, and such 
semi-closed communities as academics, artists, and bandits.’ 

Doubts are raised by eminent historians about the fruitful- 
ness of closer working relationships with anthropologists. 
Stone has seen social science’s promise to revitalize the practice 
of history fade with the passing of decades. He seems worried 
that the marriage of one of Clio’s daughters with anthro- 
pologists may go the way of the polyandrous union with 
economists, as entered into by Robert Fogel and Stanley 
Engerman. This union produced a child, Cliometrics, who 
was ‘intemperate and in njudicious’ and allowed ‘the tool to 
become an end in itself”. 

Thompson, worried that the anthropological impulse 
could lead to barracking, cites the pointed exchange between 
Hildred Geertz and Thomas over his book, Religion and the 
Decline of Magic (New York, 1971). In commenting on this 
exchange, he suggests that research strategies are at issue and 
that historians can derive some stimulation from anthropo- 
logists but should not become ensnared i in their debates and 
‘ulterior assumptions.” 

Le Roy Ladurie, even though ie may be okne for 
“structural laws’ and has admired ‘the efficacy of structuralist 
methods’ as applied to New World kinship systems and myth- 
ologies, believes that these do not. work as well. on the 
European past. He also finds cultural anthropology ‘surer in 
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its methods than in its achievements. Furet, who saw the 
divorce of anthropology and history as a result of European 
nationalism, predicts a new relationship between the two 
academic fields but cannot define what it will be. Higham, 
who suggests that anthropology, as practiced by Clifford 
Geertz, Turner and Douglas, is replacing literary criticism 
as a source of ideas for American intellectual historians, 
presumably is aware that their anthropology draws heavily 
on hermeneutics, analytical philosophy, and literary criticism.” 

What has been questioned is the appropriateness for the 
study of the European past of the theories, models, and 
methods which were developed by anthropologists in order 
to understand and interpret the non-European worlds. What 
is not clear analytically is whether this past is the same as, or 
analogous to, the non-European present. This is the same 
question which the nineteenth-century comparativists raised. 


HISTORICAL ANTHROPOLOGY 


Anthropology and history impart an understanding of the 
forms of knowledge which contributed to the construction of 
nation states in the European world, and to the creation of 
colonial control systems through which Europeans came to 
dominate other worlds. The capacity to control the past, by 
defining it as history, and to establish classifications which 
differentiate Europeans from others, are central to the re- 
volutions and transformations which are part of what we call 
the history of the modern world. In the last twenty years 
anthropologists and historians have become more conscious 
of the problematic nature of their definition of subject matter 
and their praxis, which has led, for anthropologists, to a 
deconstruction of their field, and, for historians, to a refor- 
mulation of their professional practices. 

Historians have fared better professionally than anthropo- 
logists in this period of deconstruction and reformulation, as 
their academic departments, institutes, and professional 
organizations seem better able to accommodate new subject 
matter, methods, and theories without necessarily changing 
their basic orientations. Hence a history department can 
add fields, such as Middle Eastern History or Quantitative 
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History, or split American History into sub-topics, such as 
Urban History, without unduly affecting the modes of 
thought and practice of their colleagues in more traditional 
fields. 

The consequences of such deconstruction have had more 
radical effects on the practices of anthropologists and on their 
academic environments. The variety of projects which are 
now urged upon anthropologists is unmanageable. Some 
urge us to take an ‘interpretive turn’; others decry the ‘ling- 
uistic turn’. There are polemics about ‘culture and practical 
reason’ and ‘cultural materialism.’ Structuralism, old and 
new, phenomenology, Marxism, the study of world sys- 
tems, political economy, socio-biology and symbolism all 
have their partisans and advocates. Anthropologists argue 
about whether culture is ‘on the ground’, ‘in the heads of 
the natives’, or made up of codes, metaphors, and texts. 
Discourse amongst anthropologists is filled with terms of 
abuse; one can be accused of being a utilitarian, a mentalist, 
an idealist, a materialist, a reductionist, a reflexionist, an ex- 
tentionalist, and, worst of all, an eclectic. The challenge to 
‘define one’s terms’ is the call to the field of battle. In anthro- 
pology, old debates never die; they just become enshrined 
in graduate curricula and text books. Thompson was right 
to warn historians not to buy used concepts from old 
anthropologists. 

Some anthropologists who are making these new turns 
invoke history to establish their intellectual legitimacy, when 
creating genealogies, and to resolve the inner contradiction 
between event and structure, and thought and action. In this 
revised interest in history on the part of anthropologists, and 
in the work of some historians, I see hope for establishing an 
agenda which would draw historians and anthropologists 
into a closer working relationship. 


HISTORIES AS MEDIATED BY CULTURES 


Anthropologists, in their study of others, encounter con- 
structions by natives of pasts which do not fit the European 
idea of history as an objective, unmediated account of what 
happened. The first reaction of anthropologists to the fact 
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that natives had other kinds of pasts than they did was to 
apply their own conception of ‘real events’ to statements 
that natives made about the past and to construct for them 
‘objective’ histories about what ‘really’ happened. Much of the 
work of oral historians of Africa was based on the idea that 
by constructing ‘texts’ out of oral traditions, comparing 
variants, collecting lists of kings’ names and events, and by 
relating names, events, and place names in European docu- 
ments to oral traditions, they could construct chronologies 
arid histories in the Western mode. In doing so, African 
historians sought methods to circumvent the problem, raised 
by anthropologists working in Africa in the 1950s, of African 
histories as mythical charters, as statements about the present 
social structure, not as true reflections of an autonomous 
history leading to the present. As in sixteenth- and seven- 
teenth-century Europe, so in late-twentieth-century Africa, 
nineteenth-century India, and _ early-twentieth-century 
Indonesia, history and the idea of the nation state came to 
be a political history of the pre-European past.°” 

In India, where there are texts which were the products 
and records of previous ages, European scholars quickly 
dismissed those accounts which were found in the Vedas, 
Brahamanas, the Puranas, and the epics as ‘a maze of unna- 
tural fictions, in which a series of real events can by no artifice 
be traced.’ The idea that India had no sense of history reached 
its apogee in McDonell’s statement: ‘Early India wrote no 
history because it never made any. The ancient Indians 
never went through the struggle for life, like the Greeks and 
Persians and the Romans in the Punic Wars, such as would 
have welded their tribes into a nation and developed 
political greatness’.*° 

European and Indian historians of aly India have strug- 
gled in the twentieth century with these assumptions and 
sought means to construct a chronological framework by de- 
mythologizing the Puranas and the epics, by establishing 
genealogies of kings and other personages, and by collecting 
inscriptions for which rough dates could be established 
palaeographically. The struggle for a chronology was part 
of a larger struggle for and by Indians to establish a political 
history, from which emerge Indian republics, empires, great 
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rulers, great battles, rich and powerful merchants, declines 
and falls, bureaucracies, revolution, and even nascent capit- 
alism.** 

In the past few years an anthropological history has emerged 
which does not try to construct an African, Chinese, 
Indian, or South East Asian history as a reflection of European 
history. The texts and codified oral traditions are read not 
to establish chronologies nor to sift historical fact from 
mythical fancy, but to try to grasp the meanings of the forms 
and contents of these texts in their own cultural terms. . 

The method is carefully explicated by Errington in her 
discussion of a classical Malay hikayat, a genre of texts which 
relate stories of events and personages in the past. Her analysis 
proceeds by the examination of the form, and through this 
analysis captures the meaning of thought embodied in the 
hikayat. Malay verbs do not show tense and the events in the 
text are not temporally ordered; in this sense the hikayat is not 
a narrative, but a succession of images which convey the 
sense intended. To the Western reader, the ‘story’ is filled 
with repetitions and the speeches of the characters are not 
personal but relate to their functions. There are no ‘individu- 
ated voices of characters’ nor is there an ‘authorial voice’. As 
is the case in other parts of South and South East Asia, the 
sound of words has a physical quality apart from what Wes- 
terners think of as the ‘meaning’. “The imagery of sounds and 
silence in the text’, Errington tells us, ‘is persuasive’. She 
concludes by suggesting that in the Malay world the relation 
between event and form is thought about and is the reverse of 
ours; it converts ‘the transitory events into something which 
endures’.*° 

McKinley tells us how contemporary Malays conceptual- 
ize their relationship to history in what he terms ‘the episte- 
mological ages in Malay culture’. Malays have two concepts 
of history, one being zaman—era or age—which relates to 
what we would term a secular period, such as the Japanese 
occupation or the coming of white men to Malaya. The other 
term, masa, is used by Malays to relate periods or times in the 
‘evolution of religious cosmologies in Southeast Asia’. Siegel 
describes how the recitation and the nature of the hikayat of 
the Achenese of Sumatra are being transformed by the spread 
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of literacy, other types of performances such as movies, and 
the recent political events in the region. © 

The search for indigenous forms of knowledge in relation 
to the creation of national histories is not only an academic 
exercise but also lies at the centre of the creation of nations 
out of multilingual and cultural entities which were given 
form during the colonial period. Moreover, the question of 
the past, the idea of history, the role which histories play 
in relation to social structure, the formation of hegemonic 
systems and polities, the internal forms which texts and 
narratives present in relation to wider forms of thought, and 
the creation of varied epistemologies, have all been widely 
studied as part of Western thought and history. Europeans 
have fought since the sixteenth century over definitions of 
their past. The analyses of such topics as the ‘Norman yoke’, 
the origin of the village community, the representation of 
French Revolutionary patriotism as a Roman virtue, the cons- 
truction of German history and culture out of northern Euro- 
pean mythology, and the symbolic significance of historical 
figures such as Napoleon, Cromwell, and Lenin have to be 
examined in anthropological as well as historical terms.’ 


REPRESENTATION OF ORDERS 


Europeans not only write and read history; they represent it 
to themselves in a wide variety of ways. Our landscapes, 
towns, cities and capitals, public buildings, houses, streets, 
and public monuments individually and collectively convey a 
past and are central to the representation of order and author- 
ity in our society. Bourdieu and Tambiah have explained that 
the Thai and Berber houses are both statements about and are 
modeled on cosmographic ideas; they are expressions of the 
cultural construction of people and their lives, their relations 
to each other, their animals, and the supernatural. The order- 
ing of space does not merely reflect social relations and social 
structure, but is the part of the actual constitution of the 
sociological order.’ 

Girouard’s study of Victorian country houses demons- 
trates that the nineteenth-century English were no less en- 
meshed in webs of signification and representation that were 
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the Berbers or the Thais. Architects in planning these houses 
had to separate the cooking of food from its consumption, as 
odours of all kinds were substantialized, much as the Malays 
substantialized sound. Passing of bodily wastes, care of the 
young, and household tasks of cleaning, storing, and washing 
were all sources of offensive odours. Victorian houses 
were also based on a series of separations of persons and 
activities, based on their status and functions in the house- 
hold. English houses of the nineteenth century had 
names, emblems, genealogies, and histories in the form of 
documents which were attached to property, and were inde- 
pendent of families and lineages; persons were known by the 
names of their properties.°? The polity, economic society, 
and domestic life in nineteenth-century England were all 
constituted and represented in relation to the Royal Family. 
Bagehot saw the attachment of the English to this family as 
the ‘dignified’ part of the English constitution which brought 
to the government its ‘force’ and ‘motive power’. This alle- 
giance excited ‘the reverence of the population’ with ‘semi- 
filial feelings’. The Crown was the ‘visible symbol of unity’ 
which brought the ‘pride of sovereignty to the level of petty 
life’ and was found in the ‘actions of retired widows and un- 
employed youth’. The investitures, marriages, and funerals 
of the Royal Family and great public leaders are life cycle rites 
which provide occasions for lavish public rituals. The ancient 
universities and the Inns of Court are organized around the 
sharing of food. The offices of civil servants seem to be like 
sitting rooms, and banquets, lawn parties, teas, drawing 
rooms, and regimental mess halls all affirm the domestic na- 
ture of authority.” 

Hocart maintained that lordship or kingship grew out of 
ritual ahd that kings were priests, charged with enhancing the 
well being and prosperity of their people as well as with 
maintaining social order. Hence their centres were modeled 
on or constructed to symbolize the cosmos.*! 

Cities were, and many still are, symbolic of the relation- 
ship of people to ruler and ruler to God. Washington D.C. was 
planned to symbolize the constitution, with its separation 
of powers, and to represent the federative relationship 
of the constituent states in its layout of public buildings, 
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streets, and circles. Paris was rebuilt in the second half of 
the nineteenth century to reflect the grandeur of a great 
world power. In the reconstruction of London in the nine- 
teenth century, the Royal Palace was linked by a broad parade 
boulevard, which passed through a monumental square 
celebrating the great English naval victory over the French, 
to the newly built houses of Parliament, which were adjacent 
to the ancient religious centre of the country. The British 
built New Delhi as an imperial capital with the form of a 
Mughal Durbar, in which the Viceroy’s Palace overlooks the 
colonial bureaucracy and the princes of India, as well as the 
remnants of Hindu polities. The wilderness of the United States 
was marked off in mile squares and its cities locked into 
grid plans to symbolize the rationality of the Enlightenment. 

The newly constructed capital of the nineteenth century 
provided arenas in which the increasingly lavish political 
rituals of the nation-states were performed. As authority and 
its charisma moved from the semi-privacy of royal courts, 
and as politically influential circles were enlarged to encom- 
pass a national’s public, the person of the rulers, elected or 
selected by inheritance, and their entourages had to be seen. 
Great state funerals, the openings of parliament, celebrations 
of national holidays, victories of the people, or defeats of 
kings and ruling classes were occasions for which new national 
and state ritual idioms had to be created. If colonial sys- 
tems of control were based on colonial sociologies, 
then new public rituals were based on the new internal social 
orderings in which the internal others—the working class 
or the new middle class—had their place in the line of march 
or in the audience. *? 


It is relatively simple to suggest and explore subject matters 
which are of joint interest to historians and anthropologists. 
It is much more difficult to delineate a common epistemo- 
logical space which can be termed historical anthropology. 
Some of the historians who met to discuss ‘history in the 
1980s’ at the conference in Bellagio called for a reassertion of 
the historian’s role as narrator, albeit a narrator whose story 
would be more complete, encompassing not only events 
but also structures which would yield a more complex 
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and perhaps truer history of modern man. This history 
would include the findings of those historians whose social 
science interests have so broadened the subject matter of 
history. At the same time it would reject the more rigid 
methodologies used by these historians and the teleologies 
of most social scientific theories of change. 

Many anthropologists who have turned to history have 
seen it as a means of escaping the assumptions of an unchang- 
ing, timeless native culture, and have thereby uncovered 
events which led to the reformulation of structures. Yet by 
situating their histories inside tribes and archaic kingdoms, 
anthropologists find that their narratives always end with the 
coming of the destructive others—the Europeans. Anthropo- 
logical historians or historical anthropologists cannot deal 
with history only as the reconstruction of what has hap- 
pened, and as the explication of the natives’ own understand- 
ing of the encounter with Europeans. They must also deal 
with the fact that events have consequences for those people 
who are our ‘subjects’ up to and including their total destruc- 
tion. Historical anthropology then will be the delineation of 
cultures, the location of these in historical time through the 
study of events which affect and transform structures, and 
the explanation of the consequences of these transformations. 
This will not yield a ‘scientific’ theory of social change such 
as nineteenth-century scholars sought, but rather a history of 
change. 
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Networks and Centres in the 
Integration of Indian 
Civilization* 


I 


Indian civilization, considered both socially and culturally, 
represents a combination and a partial integration of very 
diverse elements. India’s integration is achieved through 
many patterns, among which we shall here especially deal 
with two types of patterns which are generally describable as 
‘networks’ of relationships and relationships with centres. 
Rural networks and centres of civilizational activity are to be 
found in any civilization, but we suspect that Indian civi- 
lizational centres, at least, are somewhat distinctive in their 
structures and functions—in their internal forms and in their 
external relationships. 


I 


The integrative functionings of networks and centres in 
traditional India might be examined in areas of greater or 
lesser scale, for social and cultural diversity is met at a mul- 
tiplicity of levels. 

The fact of diversity and the problems of integration seem 
most acute on the largest scale. At this highest level, Indian 


s Jointly authored with McKim Marriott. Reproduced from the Journal of 
Social Research, vol. 1 (1958), pp. 1-9. Ranchi, Bihar. 
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civilization as a whole confronts sharp breaks among at least 
ten of these fifteen regions which are defined by the major 
literary languages. Each major linguistic region has its unique 
hierarchy of castes, and is thus separated from adjacent 
regional hierarchies not only by difference of language and 
lack of marriage, but also by the absence of those defined, 
ritualized relations of rank which are essential to Indian 
community life. ' 

Next, sub-regions, especially the areas of the principal 
spoken languages or dialects, generally show some cultural 
distinctiveness and shifts in particular castes. Finally, beneath 
subregional diversity there are further differences and cleav- 
ages among the basic territorial units: these basic territorial 
units are in some sub-regions coextensive with villages, 
in other sub-regions coextensive with larger entities such as 
petty kingdoms or the territories dominated by branches 
of certain clans. Particularly in South India, such basic 
territorial units tend also to be endogamous and differentiated 
in many other ways. 

To summarize: India has to be viewed at at least four levels: 


(1) All India. The subcontinent. 

(2) The Region. Generally defined by a literary language 
and distinctive caste patterning. 

(3) The Sub-Region. 

(4) The Local level. 

Thus far cleavages and integration have been discussed at 
four generalized levels—all-India, region, subregion, and 
local. A great many more levels and scales might be 
distinguished, since close inspection of any one locality 
typically reveals an almost continuous gradation of culture 
and personnel between the most parochial and the most 
universal scales. It is important to note also that regions and 
subregions, here defined socially and culturally, do not at 
first glance seem to correspond to political divisions, while 
the nation in India is, of course, a recent unity. Recently it has 
been suggested by Spate? and Day,’ that although there 
frequently is not a direct relationship between cultural and 
political boundaries, certain areas have remained stable and 
these might correspond to cultural boundaries which would 
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enable us to talk of nuclear regions. In the past there have 
never been neat and enduring territorial hierarchies of the 
larger scales. Such cleavages as have been discussed among 
regions are to some extent blurred by occasional movements 
of peoples across social and cultural boundaries, and by the 
presence of mobile professional groups such as bards.* 
Sometimes there have been peaceful migrations by single 
castes in search of a livelihood, India has also had many a 
famine,” war, or conquest, displacing populations from their 
disparate locales and juxtaposing them freshly with other 
populations leading distinctive ways of life. Adaptations may 
be made to the regional culture, but cultural distinctions as 
well as marital or kinship ties with the distant home are more 
often preserved for centuries by expatriate caste groups 
Often along regional borders, and sometimes deep within 
them, one finds two or more separate caste hierarchies 
coexisting in the same village.” The famous old division of 
Right-hand and Left-hand castes in South-eastern India is 
probably a result of an ancient juxtaposition of populations 
originally inhabiting different regions. Regional boundaries 
may thus be complicated in the strictly geographic sense, but 
that caste groups and whole hierarchies of castes preserve 
their. differentiation even in such mixed situations speaks 
strongly for the existence of a problem of social and cultural 
integration. So much for the negative or ‘problem’ side of the 
integration picture, which is to be seen most readily by 
looking down toward lower levels from a higher one. 

There is also, of course, a positive way of stating the same 
facts. What are seen as diverse and divisive features when 
regarded from a higher level appear from another view as 
features promoting integration within that level. At each 
level there are some social commonalities—for example 
certain widespread castes or kinds of castes—and certain 
shared elements of culture. India as a whole has Sanskrit, 
while regions and subregions of regions generally have their 
distinctive languages, often buttressed by an archaic liter- 
ature’. In each division there is also likely to be a shared 
and characteristic variant of Hinduism, a body of distinctive 
historic tradition, and a common style in many matters of daily 
life. 
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The task of this paper is to specify the social patterns by 
which such a state of integration is achieved and maintained. 


Ill. INTEGRATIVE PATTERNS 


A. Networks 


A distinction may be made among integrative patterns 
between supralocal rural ‘networks’ of social relationships 
in general!’ and those denser nexes of relationships which 
may be called ‘centres.’ Networks are widely spread, diffuse 
patterns of relationships. Among Indian rural networks which 
serve importantly to integrate regions are networks of trade, 
networks of marriage, political networks, and networks 
of contacts formed by many kinds of religious travellers. 

The subsistence nature of the Indian rural economy has 
been stressed in many anthropological and other discussions 
of the village in India, and the anthropologist delights in 
describing the socio-economic institutions which bind the 
village into a unit. But trading networks beyond the village 
have been well developed in India at least since Muslim 
times.!? Cash was in use for taxation and for transactions in 
agricultural produce.’* Trade routes were extensive and 
protected over large areas. 13 Itinerant traders and in some 
areas itinerant markets do a larger share at all business. 

Networks of marriage ties are extensive, especially in 
northern India, where as many as 100,000 persons spread 
over hundreds of square miles may be linked directly and 
indirectly. ' 

Political networks consist principally of the ties of clan and 
kinship among the dominant landlord groups of the country- 
side. > 

What is known of indigenous army units suggests that 
these extremely various organizations were often principally 
composed of men of one caste. +6 

Religious networks include occasional individual and mass 
pilgrimages, which are almost universally practised, as well 
as the constant movements of religious entertainers, precep- 
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tors, holy men and beggars.” Such religious networks have 
always been vital channels of cultural communication, while 
widespread organizations of holy men have occasionally been 
a political force. 18 

While such networks are probably found in every civi- 
lization and among some primitive peoples also, their high 
development seems indispensable to the loose and varied 
integration of Indian civilization. 


B. Centres 


India’s civilizational centres may be seen as formed and 
functioning in relationship to such networks, against the 
background of extreme social and cultural diversity. 

If a multiplicity of levels of integration may be distin- 
guished in examining regional diversity, so a multiplicity of 
centres may be distinguished at many levels of greater and 
lesser scope. There is no neat hierarchy among civilizational 
centres. Excepting temporarily neat structuring in the poli- 
tical and administrative field, one does not generally find 
clear territorial segmentation and subordination operating 
through civilizational centres. In other words, one finds little 
of what is generally understood by the term ‘centralization’ 
in Europe. Instead there are conflicting jurisdictions, both as 
among centres of the same type and as among centres of 
different type or function. One generally finds that the terri- 
tory dominated by a political centre is quite differently 
bounded from the area under the sway of a given adjacent 
market centre, while neither territory coincides with the area 
owing allegiance to any one or all of the dozens of regional 
shrine centres. Even if a single city comprises markets, 
shrines, and a seat of government, the chances are that the 
areas served by each will differ widely. As just implied, India’s 
civilizational centres may be of several kinds, according to their 
political and administrative, or commercial, or religious, or 
educational functions. Centres carrying on each of these spe- 
cial functions are related as nexes or ganglia to the previously 
mentioned rural networks with which they are connected. 

Centres perform specialized functions and are typically the 
abodes of specialists. Following a marriage network, for 
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example, one finds in the town centre the marriage broker, 
the most learned astrologer who can determine the suitability 
and time of marriage, and certain higher types of sacramental 
priests. Commercial networks have their nexes in the shops 
of wholesale traders and bankers. Centres in the network of 
pilgrimages naturally display many orders of shrine priests, 
teachers, and other religious experts of all sorts. 1° (Redfield 
and Singer, 1954; Singer, 1955). 

The specialists of Indian centres typically face two ways in 
their functioning. On the one hand they look toward smaller 
centres and to the rural networks; and on the other they look 
toward larger and more complex centres. In centres of each 
higher level, there are nore specialists of successively higher 
standing and greater scope, and these tend to be persons of 
different castes. Thus in the farming villages of one area, 
local trade is in the hands of Oilpressers or Grainparchers, 
relatively low castes; they export agricultural products to a 
small town, where they sell to members of the higher 
Merchant caste; these Merchants deal in wholesale lots with 
members of a more powerful trading caste, and so on. 

Political and administrative functions are not differently 
organized: a dynasty of large scope typically delegates some 
of its power to members of other official castes, who in turn 
regulate affairs through one or more intermediate levels and 
castes, dealing ultimately with indigenous headmen. So also 
in the religious field there are chains of specialists, from the 
expert masters of authoritative texts down to semiliterate 
domestic priests; all may be classed as ‘Brahman’, but gen- 
erally they will belong to several different Brahman castes. 

Such cultural specialists are expert managers of cultural 
media and are concerned especially with mediating between a 
more refined level of learning and the demands of the less 
learned, local market for their services. Specialists of any type 
in such multilevel hierarchies must look both down and up; 
because they constantly turn back and forth, Redfield has 
called them ‘hinge’ groups.” 

In India, the rural area toward which these hinge groups 
turn is inevitably an area of great social and cultural diversity. 
Both the diversity in their rural clientele and the demands of 
their specialization in the Indian caste context promote social 
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heterogeneity among the specialists. And citizens of civi- 
lizational centres are in fact more heterogeneous in caste and 
occupation than are people of the next lower level. While an 
average village may include members of ten castes, an average 
small town will contain members of fifty to hundred 
castes. 7" 

Heterogeneity is typical of Indian centres, both as regards 
personnel and as regards cultural features. A royal court or a 
market town attracts diverse products. An important sacred 
town likewise attracts shrines of diverse kinds from an area 
extending far beyong the locality. The culture of any Indian 
civilized centre is then likely to represent the cultural di- 
versity of a wide region. 

While rural areas and lesser centres contribute personnel, 
products, and cultural elements to greater centres, these 
centres to which they contribute in turn serve as models for 
the conduct of those who stand at lower levels. The names of 
some of the bathing ghats at Banaras are imitated by dozens 
of other bathing places up and down the Ganges. Indeed the 
whole sacred city of Banaras is imitated by several small 
towns in Southern India, such as Wai in Satara or Gokarna 
in North Kanara. Royal courts, being centres of refined con- 
sumption, have generally served as models for the house- 
holds of petty village landlords. “The Mughal court, so long 
as it lasted, was the school for manners for Hindustan’—so 
writes Percival Spear. The elaborate social images pro- 
vided by such courts and temples are not without profound 
social influence on rural society: the caste hierarchies 
of the various regions of India betray in their ritual idioms 
their modelling upon the ceremonies performed before kings 
and gods. 

The imitation of more civilized centres becomes a matter 
of great complexity. Several centres may be taken as models 
simultaneously—for example the Muslim Moghul court of 
Delhi and the Hindu Rajput courts of Rajasthan. But the 
Moghul court already has incorporated Rajput elements, 
while Rajput courts are affected also by Moghul manners. 
The result of any imitation is inevitably a new blend of the 
characteristics of multiple models. 

The heterogeneity of the Indian divizata centre may 
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also be communicated if it is taken as a model. The sacred 
cities of Banaras, Prayag, and Gaya in the Ganges valley all 
incorporate special sacred features imitated from each other 
as well as those contributed to them by wealthy pilgrims of 
all regions. Now when the Brahmans of a small South-Indian 
town such as Wai in Maharashtra set out to make their town 
a ‘southern Banaras’, they necessarily make to some extent 
also a southern Gaya and a southern Prayag and a reflection 
of regional diversity. And the people of Wai have gone even 
further, consciously modelling their particular temples and 
festivals on features of a dozen other important sacred 
centres, both regional and universal. Examining the relations 
of Indian civilizational centres to each other and to peasant 
culture is like studying a room whose walls are lined with 
mirrors, great and small. In each one sees reflected something 
of all the others. 

Centres then contribute to India’s diversity even in the 
process of organizing that diversity. In each centre, many 
kinds of people and many local and regional elements of 
culture are juxtaposed and ordered within a small space. A 
priest from the region of Maharashtra who travels to Banaras 
for learning the Vedas resides in a Maharashtrian school and 
studies Sanskrit under Marathi-speaking teachers; he 
perceives but does not visit the school for Bengalis nearby, 
and the temple built by Tamil people around back. He also 
witnesses, but does not participate in the local festivals of the 
Banaras region, below his windows. By moving through the 
religious network and by residing in one of those micro- 
cosms which is the sacred city, he becomes aware of Indian 
civilization as multiple orderings of diversity. 


CONCLUSIONS 


In this paper we suggest some of the structural and cultural 
complexities involved in the question of regional integration 
in a civilization. The civilization has to be looked at at several 
levels, each of which has networks of economic, political and 
social structure. In addition one looks to centres which act as 
the model and the source of the diversity and the integration 
of the various levels of the civilization. 
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The Pasts of an Indian Village* 


Events of the last two hundred years have led many scholars 
to divide the societies of the world into contrasting pairs, 
such as developed—underdeveloped, advanced—backward, 
traditional—modern. Central to these concepts are not only 
ideas about the level of technological development, but the 
very character of the societies and cultures which are com- 
pared and contrasted as well. Professor Edward Shils has re- 
cently remarked that the traditional society is one in which, 
among other things, there is a strong attachment to the past, 
by which behaviour is determined and validated.' Solutions 
to problems old and new are determined by the past of the 
society, and modernization quickens when ties to the past 
begin to be cut and new criteria for determining and validating 
behaviour are invoked. 

Rural India would appear to be a typical traditional society; 
most behaviour observed today has its roots deep in the past 
in customary behaviour. The technology, the social struc- 
ture, and the ideology of the Indian peasant seem to epito- 
mize attachments to the past. It is the argument of this paper 
that, although the attachment to the past is undoubtedly 
there in the life of the Indian peasant, unless we ask what past 
or pasts a given peasant refers to and unless we fully under- 
stand the potential complexities of the pasts of a traditional 
society, the dichotomy of traditional and modern may prove 
illusory. i 

Senapur, a large village in the Gangetic valley, has been 


* Reprinted by permission of Comparative Studies in Society and History, 
vol. m, 3, April 1961. 
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described extensively in the anthropological literature.? It is 
a Thakur-dominated agricultural village with over 2,000 re- 
sidents and twenty-three different caste groups. It lies in a 
heavily populated region twenty-five miles north of the city 
of Benares. It is not directly within the orbit of an urban- 
industrial centre, but over the past fifty years members of the 
village have had a considerable degree of urban contact, and 
although this contact and the general changes which have 
affected northern India have affected the village, the basic 
structure and culture of the village remains. 

When the questions ‘What is the past of this village?’, 
“What is the past to which people refer to determine and valı- 
date behaviour?’, are asked, it becomes apparent that these 
questions cannot be answered in the singular, but must be 
answered in the plural. There is not one past of the village but 
many; the following paper is an exploration of these pasts. I 
find it convenient to talk about two types of pasts: a tradi- 
tional past, which grows out of the mythology and sacred 
traditions of north India, and a historic past, which is a set of 
ideas about the remembered experiences of a group of people 
in a local region. The traditional past usually refers to matters 
religious and cultural, and the historic past to mattets social 
and political. 

In general terms, the varieties of pasts, traditional and his- 
toric, function in the same way for different groups (in this 
case, castes) in the village; but their content varies widely. 
The traditional. past functions to validate a present social 
position and to provide a charter for the maintenance of that 
position or the attempt to improve it. It provides a much 
wider framework than do the local historic pasts. The tradi- 
tional past relates particular groups to an extensive social net- 
work, in some cases stretching over most of North India. 
The historic past explains, supports, or provides a basis for 
action in the local social system. Analytically, the contents of 
the various pasts can be treated under these two rubrics, but 
the complexities of the differing contents are important in 
understanding the process of modernization in the society. 
They should not all be subsumed under one ‘attachment to 
the past’. The student of the society must be able to include in. 
his analysis the multiplicity of the pasts of the society and be. 
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prepared to understand how modernization affects not one 
past but all the pasts. 


THE CONTENTS OF THE PASTS: THAKUR 


The traditional past of the Thakur explicitly goes back to the 
Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Rama and Sita, principals of 
the epic, are more than semi-divine folk heroes to the Tha- 
kurs of Senapur; they are their ancestors. The values and 
moral imperatives of the Ramayana are formally maintained 
for the Thakurs of the village by the annual presentation of 
the Ram Lila. The Ram Lila, which in Senapur lasts for six 
days, is the acting out by the Thakurs of the village of events 
in the Ramayana. The form is that the younger Thakurs of 
the village take the dramatic roles of the principal characters 
while the older Thakur males chant the verses which describe 
and comment on the acted-out portions of the story. As pre- 
sented in the village, the Ram Lila is not a fixed traditional 
past, although the story is an old one and was originally re- 
duced to writing over 2,000 years ago by Valmiki. The ver- 
sion which is known in Senapur is the Ramacaritamanasa of 
Tulsi Das, and dates from the sixteenth century. The Ram 
Lila is flexible enough to continue to incorporate the recent 
past. In some sections it may be used by some as a vehicle for 
comments on current behaviour. 

One of the first scenes acted out is the winning of Sita, 
daughter of Janaka, king of Videha, by Rama. Janaka has a 
contest to which all the leading Rajas are invited. The prize is 
the hand of Sita. The feat of strength and skill required is the 
drawing of Siva’s bow. In the current Senapur version of this 
contest, the Raja of Manchester appears. He is dressed in a 
caricature of Western dress, with an ill-fitting white suit and 
a large pith helmet. He looks much like a railway official and 
speaks in an English gibberish which sounds like announce- 
ments in an Indian railway station. 

The maintenance of the legendary past of the Thakur is 
found not only in formal presentation of this past. The stories, 
incidents, and characters of the Ramayana are referred to 
frequently in daily life. Many of the names and nicknames 
of villagers come from this work. Events in the village are 
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discussed on the basis of their similarities to events in the 
Ramayana, and the explicit moral judgments made by many 
Thakurs derive from the values of the traditional past. In 
addition, the traditional Thakur past includes the Thakur heroes 
of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, particularly Prithviraj, 
who battled the Muslim invaders of the time. 

It might seem that this would be enough of a past for a 
‘simple peasant people’. But the Thakurs frequently invoke 
another past, which I label the historic past. This past relates 
to the period from the sixteenth century to the middle of the 
nineteenth century, and focuses on known ancestors and 
events involving these ancestors. The Thakurs of Senapur 
(with the exception of two families out of fifty-six who are 
related affinally) are all descendants of Ganesh Rai, a 
Raghubanshi Rajput who in the sixteenth century migrated 
to the present Jaunpur district from what is today central 
Uttar Pradesh. With his two sons he established suzerainty 
over the existing population in a region of about seventy 
square miles, containing today a little over a hundred 
villages. In the Thakur version of the historic past, this 
population was led by the Soeris, a semi-aboriginal people. 
Today there are well over 20,000 descendants of Ganesh Rai 
in this local area (taluka). Ganesh Rai and the genealogical 
connections of the Thakurs in the village and lineage mates 
out of the village are a constant reference. The seemingly 
simple question of “Whose land is this?’, is almost invariably 
met with the reply ‘Ganesh Rai had two sons’, and then the 
land is traced through fifteen or sixteen generations. All the 
lands in the village and the land throughout the taluka follow 
the descent line from Ganesh Rai. Every adult male Thakur 
can trace his descent from this ancestor. Two Dobhi Thakurs 
meeting for the first time will sit down and compare their 
formal relationship and appropriate behaviour to each other. 
Not only is the formal kin history of the Thakurs discussed, 
but events in the lives of ancestors are talked about. Tra- 
ditional enemies, such as the Raja of Benares, who in the 
eighteenth tried to dislodge the hold of the Dobhi Thakurs 
on their land, continue to be castigated. 

The historic past is not only a unifying factor but carries a 
divisive component as well. Feuding relationships in the 
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village and in the taluka are constantly revived by reference to 
the historic past. Often I would be told a tale of one Thakur 
household burning out another in a dispute over land 
ownership or following an assumed insult. I would suppose 
that the event had taken place within the last ten years, but 
after careful checking I would discover that it had taken place 
three generations ago. So far as the families are concerned, 
however, it did take place in the recent past. 

The two pasts described for the Thakurs can also be found 
in almost every caste group in the village. Since the other 
twenty-two castes represented in the village all have at least 
mythological origins of their castes, one can talk about the 
twenty-three legendary pasts of the village. Until 1952 the 
other castes were the tenants and followers of the Thakurs, 
and their historic pasts are tied to the historic past of the 
Thakurs. I will illustrate these differing pasts with four groups: 
the Chamars, the Brahmans, the Telis, and the Muslims. 


THE CONTENT OF THE PASTS: CHAMAR 


The Thakurs are the top of the village and taluka stratification 
system. The Chamars—traditionally the agricultural workers 
of the Thakurs, whose ascribed occupation is skinning and 
tanning—are one of the lowest groups in the system. The 
Chamar traditional past has two elements. The first is seen in 
their origin myths, in which through trickery or accident 
they lost their previous high status, either as Thakur 
cultivators or as Brahmans, and were reduced to their present 
low status. There are several widely differing myths about 
this, the specifics of which are not important for my purposes 
here. The other element of the traditional past refers to a 
series of Chamar holy men of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. The most famous of these was Raidas, who ac- 
hieved great spiritual power as a follower of the Ramuanja 
sect, which taught that emancipation could be attained 
through devotion (bhakti). Raidas and the Bhakti traditional 
past provide a way out of the present degrading position of 
the Chamars. I have suggested elsewhere that this part of the 
traditions of the Chamars has been brought to tlie rural 
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Chamar largely through those Chamars who have become 
educated or who have had urban experience in recent years.° 
Thus the diffusion of this traditional past is a function of 
modern conditions, if not of modernization itself. 

The historical past of the Chamars is a shallow one. At best 
Chamars can give their genealogies for only three ascending 
generations. I had to get information about Chamars’ 
ancestors from their Thakur landlords. Some of the older 
Thakurs had knowledge going back farther than that of the 
Chamars themselves. There are three aspects to the Chamar 
historic past. There is a generalized feeling that things were 
much better fifty years ago, when their Thakur landlords 
were richer than they are today because there were fewer of 
them and fewer Chamars. The landlords left their Chamar 
workers pretty much alone to carry on the agricultural 
operations in the village, while the Thakur was content to sit 
on the veranda of his men’s house and smoke his hukka 
(water pipe). Today, on the other hand, the Thakur landlord 
is out in the field with the Chamar, directing his every move 
and in some cases working side by side with him. The 
Chamar’s view of the past also includes the major events in 
the Thakur household to which he and his father had been 
attached. A Chamar describes with as much detail as would 
the landlord himself a wedding party or a fight in his 
landlord’s house. Until very recently, part of the status of the 
Chamar within the Chamar caste in Senapur was determined 
by the status of the Thakur house to which he was attached. 
A rich house could afford to let more land to its tenants than 
could a poor one. 

Until very recently the Chamars of Senapur had no 
corporate historic past such as the Thakurs have. One of the 
effects of recent social and economic changes in the society 
at large has been the beginning of a corporate past for the 
Chamars. In Senapur this results from a movement in 1948 
and 1949 by the Chamars and other low-caste groups in 
which they contended for political power within the village. 
The dramatic events of this contest are now part of the 
historic past of the Chamars and provide a guide for current 
action. * 
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Most scholars, when they think of Indian traditions, evoke 
certain aspects of what might loosely be called the Brahman 
tradition. Elements of this tradition may be characterized as 
follows: knowledge of and respect for the Vedas and Shastras, 
emphasis on spiritual activities, extensive ritual competence, 
concern for ritual purity, and otherworldliness. There are 
no resident Brahmans in Senapur today, although about thirty 
years ago there was a Brahman family. For most of the 
normal ritual services that Brahmans perform, the Thakurs 
and other castes of the village depend on a village of Brahmans 
about a mile away from Senapur. Theoretically, their legen- 
dary past should be very different from that of the Thakurs 
and should emphasize the themes noted above. In practice 
their legendary and historic pasts are much linked with the 
Thakurs’ pasts, since they acknowledge ties to the Thakurs, 
who settled them in their village to provide themselves with 
ritual guides. The Brahmans around Senapur are much in- 
volved in the Ram Lila. Several of the younger Brahman men 
are leading exponents of a typical Thakur sport—wrestling. 
Brahmans derive most of their income not from their priestly 
functions but from their lands, as do their Thakur employers. 

The Brahman tradition in Senapur is further complicated 
by the fact that some Thakurs in the village are ardent fol- 
lowers of the Arya Samaj, a Hindu reform movement of 
the late nineteenth century. The Arya Samaj emphasized the 
purification of Hinduism and attempted to base the revital- 
ized Hinduism on its interpretations of the Vedas. The Arya 
Samaj was strong enough in the period before the First 
World War to make most of the Thakurs vegetarians and 
non-smokers. Vegetarianism and non-smoking are distinctly 
non-Thakur traits and are closely associated with the 
Brahmanic tradition. The dilapidation and eventual collapse 
of the village temple also date from the Arya Samaj period in 
the village. There is one interesting result of the Arya Samaj 
in Senapur: one meets individuals who seem to be bearers of 
the great Brahmanic tradition, because they quote the Vedas 
and talk in the way that textbooks on Hinduism or Indian 
philosophy lead one to expect Brahmans would talk; howev- 
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er, these people are samajists, whose immediate tradition is a 
result of modernization. 

The Brahman’s historic past, since they were brought into 
the region by the Thakurs, is tied to the Thakur historic past. 
They too refer to Ganesh Rai and his descendants, and the 
fights of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But, in 
addition, one type of historic past which Brahmans in sur- 
rounding villages recognize, refers to their land grants, 
which were obtained as maintenance for their performing 
ritual functions, or special grants from particular Thakur 
households or lineages on particular auspicious occasions for 
the Thakurs concerned. 


THE CONTENT OF THE PASTS: THE TELIS 


The Telis are a low caste, whose traditional occupation is oil 
pressing, but who for many generations in Senapur and the 
surrounding region have been petty shopkeepers and traders 
as well. They are literate, and because of their occupations 
probably have been literate for many generations. During the 
last one hundred years they have been trying to raise their so- 
cial status. They have been successful to some degree: fifty 
years ago Brahmans and Thakurs would not take water from 
them, but now they do. Their social mobility is important in 
the Telis’ structuring of their traditional and historic pasts. 
Today their traditional past includes major emphasis on the 
Brahmanic tradition. Like the Chamar traditional past, it in- 
cludes an explanation for their low social status; however, the 
Teli fall from grace was not the result of trickery or accident 
but of the Telis’ militant defense of Hinduism in the face of 
the Muslims. 

The Telis have also been affected by the Arya Samaj. There 
are several Teli Samajists in the village. The Arya Samaj in 
Jaunpur district is generally looked upon now as being in the 
hands of Telis. 

The historic past of the Telis centres around two periods. 
One began about seventy-five years ago and lasted until ab- 
out 1910. This was a period of great prosperity derived from 
the manufacture and sale of sugar. The grandfathers of the 
present Telis in Senapur built and managed several sugar fac- 
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tories in Senapur. These were not large-scale industrial op- 
erations, but small-scale local industries. When they were 
running they might employ fifteen or twenty people in their 
operation. In addition to manufacturing sugar from cane, 
some of the Telis carried on extensive middle-man functions 
in the sugar trade. This period of prosperity is the ‘good old 
days’ for the Telis. At that time they had large houses, many 
servants, good clothes and good food. They could entertain 
the village and pay for religious rituals, and they had in their 
debt many of the Thakur landlords. Around 1910, with the 
spread of large-scale industrial sugar refineries in western 
Uttar Pradesh, the demand for the locally produced sugar 
diminished and Teli prosperity decreased. Some Teli families 
who had been wealthy during this period turned to urban 
pursuits in business and the professions. The Telis left in the 
village reverted to their roles as oil pressers and traders and 
once again came into the hands of their Thakur landlords. 

The other aspect of the historical past is the Teli identifica- 
tion with Mahatma Gandhi and the national movement. 
Many of the leading figures in the nationalist struggle in 
Jaunpur district were Thakurs and in several cases they came 
from Dobhi taluka. But except for personal identification 
with particular Thakur leaders, the Thakurs in Senapur 
appear to have been largely untouched intellectually by the 
nationalist movement. The only group which continually re- 
fers to Gandhi and Gandhian symbols and ideas are the Telis. 
Gandhi is viewed as a validation of the Teli identification 
with the Brahmanic tradition. Some of Gandhi’s social ideas 
fit in with Teli attempts to enhance their social status. The 
Teli identification may be the result of Teli urban ties; their 
occupation takes them to the local bazaars and to Benares and 
Jaunpur; they have many relatives who live in urban centres. 
This aspect of Teli historic past has an urban as well as a local 
referent and support. 


THE CONTENT OF THE PASTS: THE MUSLIMS 


The Muslims of village Senapur, who form roughly five per 
cent of the village population (50 out of a little over 2,000 
people), have traditional and historic pasts radically differing 
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from those of the other residents of the village. The pasts are 
connected to events and ideas which have their roots in the 
eighth century Arabian peninsula and in the rise and spread of 
Islam in the subsequent centuries. Unlike any other group in 
the village, they have a traditional past which ties them to 
peoples outside of India. Their religious leaders read and 
comment on the Koran and interpret Koranic law for them. 
Their rituals, life cycle ceremonies, and festivals are marked- 
ly different from those of their Hindu neighbours. There are 
some village religious activities in which the rituals of the 
Hindus and Muslims are merged: Hindus worship at some of 
the Muslim shrines and graves in the area, and fifty years ago 
there was a sect, the Pancho Pir, which had Hindu and Mus- 
lim followers. Part of the effect of the Arya Samaj was to end 
Hindu participation in this syncretic religious sect. 

The historic past of the Muslims is also different. The his- 
tory of Senapur which the Muslim relates in significantly 
different from the one related by the Thakur. The Muslims 
believe that the village was wrested by the Thakurs not from. 
the semi-aboriginal Soeris, but from four Muslim landlords 
who had subdued the Soeris previously. Although they do 
not claim direct kinship with these ancient landlords, it is still 
a matter of pride among them that Muslims held the village 
before the Thakurs did. 


MODERNIZATION AND THE ATTACHMENTS TO PASTS 


I have been documenting one point, which is that if we 
characterize India as a traditional society we must be prepared 
to analyze not one tradition and one past, but many traditions 
and many pasts. Similarly, in thinking about modernization 
of such a traditional society, we must think in the plural— 
about effects on multiple segments, each attached to its own 
peculiar past, within one.traditional society. In a changing 
social situation we expect to find a transitory attachment to 
the past, often in the irrational form of a nativistic move- 
ment. It is significant that the anthropological literature on 
this sort of attachment to or revitalization of the past has 
focused on the more spectacular messianic cults such as the 
Ghost Dance, the cargo cults, and the Mau Mau. But we have 
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not yet analyzed the complex interaction of modernization 
and traditionalization, such as is found in the Arya Samaj, 
or the traditionalization of Chamar religious life as a result 
of literacy and urban experience. The apparent conflicting 
values, institutions, and behaviour found in India seem 
to our minds rationally incompatible. We cannot build their 
coexistence into our theories of change; we can only describe 
them. Perhaps it is characteristic of members of modern 
societies to believe that consistency in social and intellectual 
life is a prerequisite to efficient functioning of either a social 
system or a theory. 

The description of the multiple pasts of one Indian village 
does not invalidate categorization of societies into traditional 
and modern, but it may point to another dimension neces- 
sary in the categorization. All Americans share a past created 
by our educational system and media of mass communication. 
We can invoke this past and have it be meaningful across 
regional and class lines. Indians do not as yet share such a 
past. An appeal for action on the part of the central govern- 
ment, based on what is thought to be a universal identifica- 
tion with a traditional or historic past, is meaningless or leads 
to antagonistic reactions of major parts of the population. 
The Brahmanic past can be an anathema to non-Brahmans in 
Maharashtra or South India. Evoking the ‘First War of Indian 
Independence’ (the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857) means nothing 
outside of the Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and a few parts 
of western India, except to the urban educated classes. The 
evocation of Mahatma Gandhi is sometimes viewed by Tha- 
kurs in North India as symbolizing not the new India, but 
their being dominated by socially inferior merchant castes. 

I would speculate that a society is modern when it does 
have a past, when this past is shared by the vast majority of 
the society, and when it can be used on a national basis to 
determine and validate behaviour. 


NOTES 


1. Shils’ views were presented at a seminar of the Committee on the Com- 
parative Study of New Nations at the University of Chicago. These re- 
marks stimulated me to re-examine some field data that I had collected in 
a north-Indian village in 1952-3, to try to determine what pasts were to 
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be found in this village. My thinking about the problem was furthered by 
discussions of an earlier draft of the paper with Professors Milton Singer, 
Sylvia Thrupp, and Eric Wolf. 

. The basic description of the social, religious, and economic structure can 
be found in: Morris E. Opler and Rudra Dutt Singh, ‘The Division of 
Labor in an Indian Village’, in Carleton Coon, A Reader in General 
Anthropology (New York, 1948), pp. 464—96; and ‘Economic, Political 
and Social Change in a Village of North Central India’, Human Organiza- 
tion, 11 (1952), pp. 5-12. Morris Opler, ‘Factors of Tradition and 
Change in a Local Election in Rural India’, in Richard L. Park and Irene 
Tinker (eds.), Leadership and Political Institutions in India (Princeton, 
1959), pp. 137-50. Rudra Datt Singh, “The Unity of an Indian Village’, 
Journal of Asian Studies, 16 (1956), pp. 10-19. Bernard S. Cohn, “The 
Changing Status of a Depressed Caste’, in McKim Marriott (ed.), Village 
India (Chicago, 1955), pp. 53-77; ‘Some Notes on Law and Social 
Change in North India’, Economic Development and Cultural Change, 9 
(1959), pp. 79-93. 

. ‘The Changing Traditions of a Low Caste’, in Milton Singer (ed.), Tradi- 
tional India: Structure and Change (Philadelphia, 1959), pp. 207—15. 

. Details of this contest in Cohn, “The Changing Status of a Depressed 
Caste’, seen. 2 above. 


Regions Subjective and 
Objective: Their Relation to the 
Study of Modern Indian 


History and Society* 


This will be a paper of questions and speculation, an attempt 
to look at some of the methodological and substantive issues 
common to the social scientists’ endeavour to make empirical 
and theoretical sense out of modern Indian society. In the 
term ‘social scientists’ I of course include historians, and in 
using the term ‘modern Indian society’, I am talking not only 
about contemporary India but India since the eighteenth 
century as well. ‘The argument of this paper is a simple and 
probably self-evident one—there are regional differences in 
South Asia, just as there is a reality to thinking about South 
Asia as a geographic and historical entity, or Indian civilization 
as a cultural unity. The platitude ‘unity in diversity’ is no less 
real than the reiteration of the differing structural and cultural 
features of regions, the differences in language and literature, 
of historical and ritual identities, in political and administra- 
tive styles and methods, and the variance from region to region 


* From Regions and Regionalism in South Asian Studies: An Exploratory 
Study, ed. Robert I. Crane, Duke Univ. Programme in Comparative Stu- 
dies on Southern Asia Monograph. Occasional Papers Series, Monograph 
no. 5, 1967. 
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of industrialization and modernization. The question is not 
one of the reality of region vs. the reality or significance of 
holistic entities like civilizations, but under what circum- 
stances does it make sense to emphasize the total entity and 
under what circumstances does it make sense to emphasize 
the regional differences. 


WHAT IS A REGION: PRELIMINARY DEFINITIONS 


As Norton Ginsberg, the geographer, remarked, “There is no 
universally accepted definition of the region, except as it 
refers to some portion of the surface of the earth.” There 
would seem to be as many definitions of regions as there are 
social science disciplines and problems that social scientists 
investigate. Most definitions of regions begin with a geo- 
graphic component and develop out of the relationship 
between geographic features and man’s adaptation to the 
physical environment. At one end of a continuum of defini- 
tions of regions would be the idea of a natural region, which 
would encompass only the physical basis of a region.” For 
most purposes of research and analysis which concern us, I 
think the natural component, although important, can be 
assumed. For the last fifty years human geographers have 
been developing techniques for the definition and analysis of 
various kinds of geographic regions, all of which involve 
synthetic or analytical efforts involving space relationships 
which encompass human as well as physical conditions. 
Most of us are familiar with John Brush’s regional approach 
to Indian geography, in Norton Ginsburg, ed., The Pattern of 
Asia, or O. H. K. Spate’s India and Pakistan: A General and 
Regional Geography, both sophisticated attempts to work out 
geographic regions for India. In more recent years, geog- 
raphers, economists, planners, administrators, and political 
scientists have spent considerable time developing ideas and 
criteria for the establishment of planning regions in India; 
whether they be based on river valleys, metropolitan regions, 
intra- or inter-provincial areas based on some common 
economic/geographic variables, or transportation and com- 
munication variables. As these operations become more and 
more sophisticated methodology and depend more and more 
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on statistical and/or mathematical models, they seem less im- 
mediately useful to furthering the study of historical and/or 
cultural problems which’ engage most of us. It is clear, 
however, that although not immediately applicable to our 
current research interests, we need to hold a ‘watching brief’ 
on these activities of our more quantitatively oriented col- 
leagues in that they might discover relationships and be able 
to express them in a fashion we thus far have not considered. 

Although logically a definition of region ‘refers to some 
portion of the surface of the earth’, and as important as these 
essentially geographic approaches are to the study of regions 
in India, they are the beginning point for us rather than an 
end in themselves. For most of us the conceptualization of 
regions involves basically non-physical phenomena, which I 
might term historical, linguistic, cultural, social structural, 
and/or the interrelations among these kinds of variables. I 
would offer the following definitions as a starting point of 
our discussions of regions and regionalism in India. 


1. ‘Historical’ Regions 


A historical region is one in which there are sacred myths and 
symbols, held by significant groups within the area, regarding 
the relationship of people to their ‘past’ and the geographical 
entity. Examples of such regions might be Tamilnad,° 
the Tamil speaking portions of the old Madras Presidency 
and the present state of Madras; Bundelkhand, the south-wes- 
tern portion of the present state of Uttar Pradesh (the districts 
of Jhansi, Jalaun, and Lalitpur), which geographically 
differs from the Gangetic portions of Uttar Pradesh 
and has a historical connection with a ruling caste, the 
Bundela Rajputs, who claimed and to some extent exercised 
suzerainty over the region, all of which to residents and out- 
siders gives Bundelkhand its historical identity.* 


2. Linguistic Regions 


A linguistic region is one in which there is a shared and re- 
cognized literary language, the standardized form of which 
is known and identified with by the educated groups within 
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the area. As one reads through most attempts to empirically 
develop regional classifications for India, one keeps coming 
back to the distribution of languages. Language diversity is 
assumed as the necessary precondition for most attempts, not 
only to establish the criteria of linguistic regions but to diffe- 
rentiate cultural and structural regions as well. It is usually 
difficult to differentiate the four types of regions, historical, 
linguistic, cultural, and structural, as it is assumed that there 
is concomitant variation among linguistic, cultural, historical, 
and structural variables. As Mrs Karve points out: ‘Inter- 
communication is easy within a linguistic region. The com- 
mon language makes it the widest area within which marital 
connections are established and outside of which kinship 
hardly ever extends. It is a region over which the same folk- 
songs and higher literature has spread’.® If one starts, as does 
Mrs Karve and most others, with the literary standard, e.g. 
Bengali, Tamil, Marathi, one can extend or expand linguistic 
classifications into much wider areas, into language families, 
e.g. Indo-European, Dravidian; or one may reduce the span 
and nature of regions by basing the classification on regional 
standards or regional dialects, e.g. Awadhi, Konkani, the dialect 
of Bengali spoken in Chittagong, East Pakistan.® 


3. Cultural Regions 


A cultural region is one in which there are widely shared and 
recognized cultural traits and patterned behaviour, particu- 
larly among the common people. Descriptively, one or two 
kinds of behaviour, customs, or traits and taken as diagnostic 
of regional culture. Gods, goddesses, rituals, myths, and fes- 
tivals are the most frequent diagnostic traits used to establish 
the ‘reality’ or particular regions. For example: 


Bengalis do not worship the male incarnations of Vishnu and 
Shiva, but it is the female deities, manifestations of the supreme 
mother—such as Durga, Kali, Chandi, Lakshmi, Sarasvati, Sitala, 
and a number of others—who occupy the most prominent 
place in Bengal’s folk religion; and especially, the worship of 
-the Great Mother as Durga, with a protracted ceremonial, the 
Durga Puja which is the unique feature of the religious life of 
Bengal.’ 
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Other kinds of cultural items, which are sometimes thought 
to be diagnostic of a region, are dress, style of turban, jewelry, 
agricultural implements, house types, or settlement patterns. 
House type and settlement pattern take one back to basic 
geographic determinants. (People build stone houses when 
they have stone available, or particular local climatic con- 
ditions might influence the type of house built.) The use of 
settlement pattern as a major variable for determining a 
regional culture involves structural features as well.® 


4. Structural Regions 


A structural region is one in which there are groups of associ- 
ated structural variables which differentiate one structural 
area from another. The attempt to isolate and analyse social 
structural variables is the most recent attempt to establish a 
reasonable analytical basis for regional study. This form of 
regional analysis of course is inherent in some of the geog- 
raphic and cultural attempts to develop a classification of the 
regions of India. In many ways McKim Marriott’s ‘Caste 
Ranking and Community Structure in Five Regions of India 
and Pakistan”? is the leading example of this approach. In the 
study Marriott argues that if one takes a structural view of 
caste and tries to explain the variation in the subcontinent of 
one major feature of the caste system, that of ranking, one 
can develop a scale of elaborateness from low to high, and 
then compare regions in regard to one major structural fea- 
ture of the caste system. His aim: 


Some of the apparent uniqueness and seemingly fortuitous varie- 
ty within caste in India and Pakistan become capable of regular 
analysis and understanding, however, when the phenomena of 
caste are examined, not historically in isolation, and not lumped 
together as a contemporary conglomerate of subcontinental 
scope, but locally and regionally with systematic regard for their 
contexts in peasant communities of differing social structure. '° 


Marriott isolates deductively four variables which are the 
determinants of the elaboration of caste ranking, the number 
of ethnic groups (sub-caste) in the system, the degree and 
acceptance of overt inequalities of the groups as defined by 
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attitudes and behaviour, the development of a consistent 
consensus among members of the community as to the stan- 
ding of the ranked groups, and finally the need for relative 
isolation of one local ranking interacting series of groups 
from others. 

The major part of Marriott’s monograph (pp. 20—60) is 
devoted to the application of the deductive framework of the 
significance of the four variables to an analysis of caste rank- 
ing in what Marriott terms ‘regions’. The regions compared 
are Kerala, Coromandel (both Telugu and Tamil-speaking 
districts, but primarily Tamil-speaking), the Upper Ganges 
(Uttar Pradesh—the thirty Gangetic Valley Districts), Middle 
Indus (the predominately Muslim districts of West Punjab, 
Pakistan), and the Bengal Delta, Marriott’s selection and 
delimitation of the regions was partially based on the provin- 
cial classifications of the pre-independence census volumes, 
in order to have quantitative data available for his analysis; 
and although criticism could be made at the empirical level of 
the ‘reality’ of these regions, for our purposes it is the 
approach in attempting to establish regions that matters, so 
that structural variables that are significant may be com- 
pared. This makes the study a significant development in the 
study of regions in India. Kolenda’s work on the jajmani sys- 
tem and the joint family are also significant demonstrations 
of the usefulness of comparison of structural regions. The use 
of structural regions as the unit of comparison merges at the 
more abstract end with the efforts of Bailey, Nicholas, and 
others in trying to establish types of political systems in India. 


WHAT IS REGION: DISCUSSION 


Having tried briefly to define and differentiate among some 
of the different types of definitions of regions which are pre- 
valent today, I now would like to go back and discuss various 
problems which I think arise in attempting to set up the 
definitions. 

Thus far, most attempts to establish a viable classification 
of regions have treated regions within their classifications as 
totally comparable as far as type is concerned. For example, 
in linguistic classifications, once having established the prin- 
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ciple criteria of which level of the language was being used to 
establish the boundaries of the regions, it is assumed that the 
regions thus established are comparable. This, of course, 
ignores several central issues: the diffference between literary 
and vernacular standards and their differential distribution 
between urban and rural areas; the presence of significant 
numbers of speakers of other than the dominant language 
within the circumscribed area, i.e. the presence of Mundari 
languages in Eastern India, the presence, as in much of the 
north, of two well established languages and associated 
cultural traditions, intertwined and side by side—i.e. Hindi 
and Urdu in UP, Urdu and Telugu in Hyderabad. Most 
important, I think there are grounds to question the assumption 
of ease of intercommunication within the region. As Gum- 
perz and others have shown, the level of mutual intelligibility 
within the ‘linguistic regions’ at the village or rural level 
drops off rather rapidly, so that in many instances an illiterate 
villager speaking his local dialect is not understood when he 
travels one hundred miles and tries to communicate with his 
counterpart from that area. At the small town and bazaar 
level, where a regional dialect is spoken by the residents of 
the town, the spread is somewhat further than that of the 
villages. In the cities, in the nineteenth century, with the 
spread of primary and secondary education using the literary 
standards as the medium of instruction, the educated or city 
dweller had a speech community which was discontinuous 
but very widespread. The question of the use of linguistic 
criteria to establish a regional classification becomes a mixed 
linguistic and social one. The distribution of a language alone 
does not necessarily establish a tightly bordered or circ- 
umscribed region; rather one must think vertically as well as 
horizontally. 

The introduction of printing necessitated the standardization 
of literary standards not common before. The availability of 
cheap, printed materials, particularly through the schools, 
points to another problem in the establishment of regions, 
and that is the time or historical factor. If we were estab- 
lishing regional linguistic classifications in the mid eighteenth 
century we would draw our boundaries much differently 
than did some of those who deposed before the States Reor- 
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ganization Commission in 1955. Not that there have been 
that many dramatic shifts of populations, although there 
have been some, bearing their languages with them, but 
I think we would be more inclined to use the regional 
standards or dialects as the significant boundary rather than 
the literary standard as the criteria for the linguistic regional 
classification at earlier periods. The development of the 
literary standards or regional languages in the last century and 
a half as the basis of regionalism was clearly recognized by 
the States Reorganization Commission: 


One of the major facts of India’s political evolution during the 
last 100 years has been the growth of our regional languages. 
They have during this period developed into rich and powerful 
vehicles of expression, creating a sense of unity among the peo- 
ples speaking them. !! 


My cursory exploration of the problems of establishing 
linguistic regions raises certain general issues about regional 
classifications. On the surface the mapping of language 
distributions would seem simple and straightforward. Dialec- 
tologists and other linguists have simple techniques for going 
into the field, getting linguistic samples and then plotting 
their samples on a map. But it is clear that where one draws 
boundaries relates to how one defines a particular language. 
We can map the regional standards and then map the 
distribution of the regional dialects within the standards. With- 
in the regional standard distribution there are enclaved 
languages as well. This very often is a function of human 
geography, e.g. speakers of Mundari languages are found in 
refuge hill regions. The question of the Mundari and other 
tribal languages is easier to handle than the presence of well 
developed differing linguistic and cultural traditions, particu- 
larly at the literary standard level within the regions. The best 
Known and most interesting of the multiple language tradi- 
tions within a linguistic region is of course Hindi and Urdu, 
where the distribution of what one identifies as his language 
is partially the distribution of Muslim and Hindu, but also in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a cultural marker of 
Persianization of both Hindus and Muslims. The distribution 
of Hindi and Punjabi in the Punjab is also correlated with the 
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religious differences between Hindu and Sikh. Linked with 
distribution of these kinds of multiples of language tradition 
is the question of urban vs. rural distribution. Again Hindi or 
Hindustani provides an example. One finds from Calcutta 
to Bombay and from Nagpur to Lahore native speakers of 
Hindi or Hindustani. In some cases as in Bombay and Calcutta 
the native speakers are fairly low in the social order and are 
recent migrants, often only temporary. In other instances the 
native speakers of Hindi or Hindustani, who are often bilingual 
in Hindustani and the regional dialect, have been resident for 
generations in the city, and may be the traditional comm- 
ercial/administrative élites of the city—neither enclaved 
peoples like tribals or the Marwari business community of 
Calcutta, nor recent migrants, but representing a widespread 
urban style of life. Hence a linguistic classification let us say of 
much of Northern and Central India which did not take into 
consideration the relationship between regional standard 
and regional dialect, the presence of multiple life styles of 
which language may be the central cultural marker, and above 
all the time/historical factor, would be doing considerable 
violence to the reality of Indian society and culture. 

Since I am arguing that time and not the simple unidim- 
ensional distribution of phenomena is so crucial to regional 
classifications, let me turn to a consideration of historical regions. 
The establishment of what I would call historical regions 
lacks on the surface the definitiveness of linguistic regions. 
We are not obviously plotting the distribution of a single 
diagnostic phenomenon like the language which a person or 
group of people speak, but at least two very differing but 
interrelated congeries of phenomena, symbols—myths and 
cultural-historical identities, and the relative persistence of 
political states and their boundaries. 

Accepting the reality of historical regions, as I do, it must be 
made clear at the outset that there is no one single type of 
historical region. | think it important to establish at the outset 
the different kinds of historical regions there are in a qua- 
si analytical fashion before looking at the substance of any 
regional classification. It is useful to think of nuclear or perennial 
historical regions, shatter zones or route areas, cul de sacs, and re- 
gions of relative isolation. |” 
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The perennial or nuclear regions are the principle river 
basins, which are major agricultural areas, the Indus, Ganges, 
Narbada, Tapti, Godavari, Kistna, and Kaveri. Although 
these areas have always attracted conquerers, they tended to 
maintain their identity through time, since they had the basic 
ecological-agricultural prerequisites for fairly large-scale state 
formation and the maintenance of centres for the development 
and propagation of both the Great Tradition and regional 
variations. The lower basin of the Kistna and Godavari 
rivers, for example, is identifiable from early periods as Andhra; 
Kosala in the Ganges-Jumna Doab was Awadh in the 
eighteenth century and is a large part of Uttar Pradesh of the 
present. 

Shatter zones or route areas are the traditional regions 
through which large numbers of people passed either in 
military or peaceful invasion. In these areas which in effect 
connect the nuclear regions there is no persistent political 
tradition. Socially and culturally the area tends to be more of 
a mosaic than a relative unitary kind of social structure, and 
the tendency is characteristic to some extent of both regions 
of relative isolation and the perennial nuclear regions. Malwa 
is an example of a shatter region or route region. Adrian 
Mayer summarizes the situation well: 


Malwa has had an eventful history, partly because it provides by 
far the best route from northern India to the Deccan and so has 
attracted conquerers, and partly because, when there has been 
peace, the fertility of the area has supported prosperous 
kingdoms... 


States rose and fell in the region; at times they were indepen- 
dent in the region and at other times appendices to states 
established in the nuclear regions. In the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries warfare and movement was constant in 
the area. The result has been that many of the castes in the 
region are of ‘foreign’ origin. In Ramkheri, the village Mayer 
describes, the village was itself completely reconstituted in 
the early twentieth century. 


In 1899—1900 a famine decimated the village, causing some caste 
groups to die out completely, and others to leave the village in 
search of food . . . after the famine the Maharani encouraged 
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settlers to come to fill the gaps caused by death or emigration. 
Of the 257 adult men in the village, 35 are themselves newcom- 
ers, and 109 have fathers of fathers’ fathers who came to 
Ramkheri. '* 


The facts of sociology and history notwithstanding, or 
perhaps because of them, the residents of Ramkheri as de- 
scribed by Mayer have a highly developed regional-historical 
sense. Mayer closes his discussion of the history of Malwa 
with the following: 


I have given this historical sketch for two reasons. First, I want 
to show that Malwa has its own history, which is known to the 
villagers of Ramkheri. They look back to the golden age of Vik- 
ramaditya; they talk of the days of plenty under Raja Bhoja; they 
know of the great Muslim kings and of the palaces of Mandu, 
even if they have never been there. For them, Ujjain is the main 
ritual and cultural centre, and they compare its great twelve- 
yearly fair most favourably to anything occurring on the 
Ganges. They are, in short, conscious of being inhabitants of a 
specific province of India, which they consider to be superior to 
all others in climate and culture.'° 


Malwa is not only a route region or shatter zone connecting 
the region around Delhi with Gujarat, the Deccan, and the 
West Coast of India, but also one of the routes into the 
mountain belt of central India. Hence, from early historic 
times waves of migrants have passed through the region and 
some have established themselves in Malwa. Venkatachar, in 
the Census of the Central India Agency for 1931, lists 
twenty-three principle cases in the Central India Agency 
(which included parts of Malwa); of these, fifteen have tradi- 
tions of migrations and this includes the bulk of the upper 
castes, Brahmans, Banias, and Rajputs.’© Many of the castes 
came with the Muslim invaders, e.g. the Khati with 
Marathas; and the Baniyas with the British. Others came 
‘because of famine and dislocation in their original home 
territories." 

A subvariant of the route or shatter region might be 
termed the march or ethnic frontier region. Typically these are 
the transition zones or regions between plains and hills, in 
which the plains Hindus are extending their political, econo- 
mic, and cultural control over the hill people. '® | 
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The possible complexities of a march region are described 
by S. C. Dube in his article, ‘A Deccan Village.’!? Dewara, a 
village of slightly over 1000, is on the fringe of the northern 
edge of the Deccan plateau, in a basically tribal area, but 
where ‘the culture areas of Telengana and Marathwade 
meet.” The village has four distinct groups in it, Tribal 
(405), Telugu (446), Maratha (132), and Muslim (107). Each 
maintains linguistic and structural separateness. The tribal (in 
which there are three distinct groupings), the Telugu (13 
castes represented), and the Maratha (5 castes) each has its: 
own internal hierarchy. Each follows differing religious and 
other customs, each has arrangements for ordering relations 
within its ethnic groups. In addition, Dube states that there is 
a king of ‘social symbiosis obtaining in the village (which) 
has led to a distinct type of inter group adjustment.””! It is in 
the nature of the social symbiosis and the distinct type of in- 
tergroup adjustment, the problem of distinct structures and 
cultures within one social system, which gives the march re- 
gion its claim to be analytically a subvariant type of the shatter 
or route region. 

The final type of a historical region is the region of relative 
isolation or the cul de sac. These are regions which, because of 
their geographic ecological characteristics (which prevent 
easy access), have tended to be bypassed by processes and 
events which have affected the nuclear and route regions. 
Their location may be on the boundaries of South Asia, such 
as the sub-Himalayan regions, or in mountainous areas such 
as in Central India, where distinctive physical features and 
difficulties make them refugee areas into which people from 
outside have tended to migrate, but once there, have de- 
veloped their own distinctive political and social forms. 
Gerald Berreman, in his Hindus of the Himalayas, describes 
such a situation. Another example of enclavement and ela- 
boration of a separate social and cultural system in an area of 
physical inhospitality is Chattisgarh in Madhya Pradesh (see 
Bilaspur District Gazeteer). However, regions of relative 
isolation should not be thought of only in terms of mountain 
vastness and remoteness. Two areas which since the tenth 
century we have considered to be of central importance, Ben- 
gal and Kerala, I think should be subsumed under the cate- 
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gory of relative isolation. Kerala, although having easy coastal 
communication with the west coast of India and since prehis- 
toric times having been part of the Indian Ocean trade area, is 
relatively cut off from the rest of southern India by the west- 
ern Ghats: 


Seen from the west the Western Ghats present the appearance of 
a gigantic sea-wall, often rising in steps from the shore line— 
hence the name ‘ghats’. They are a steep and rugged mass of 
hills, little more than 2,000 feet above sea-level at the northern 
‘end, rising to more than 4,000 feet about the latitude of Bombay, 
generally increasing in altitude towards the south and culminat- 
ing in the Nilgiris with Dodabetta at a height of 8,760 feet where 
the Eastern Ghats meet the Western after making a sweep from 
the other side of the peninsula. Immediately south of the Nilgiri 
plateau lies the only break in the continuity of the Western 
Ghats, the Palghat or Coimbatore gap, which is about twenty 
miles from north to south and affords lowland access from the 
Carnatic to the Malabar coast at the level of about a thousand feet 
above the sea.?” 


It was through the Coimbatore gap that trade flowed to and 
from the Malabar ports. The isolation of Kerala therefore is 
relative, but none the less its relative isolation has contributed 
to the establishment and maintenance of a highly characteris- 
tic social- and cultural system, including several unique 
structural features. 
The claim for Bengal as a region of relative isolation, not 
a nuclear region, will raise the ire of the Bengalis and the 
Bengalists, but I would argue that until the eighteenth century 
Bengal was isolated in a relative fashion from the nuclear 
region of the Ganges Valley. James Rennell well conveys the 
situation in the late eighteenth century, when, he says: 


The natural situation of Bengal is singularly happy with respect 
to security from the attacks of foreign enemies. On the north and 
east it has no warlike neighbours; and has, moreover, a formid- 
able barrier of mountains, rivers, or extensive wastes, towards 
those quarters; should such an enemy start up. On the south is a 
seacoast, guarded by shallows and impenetrable woods, and 
with only one port (and even that of difficult access), in an extent 
of three hundred miles. It is on the west only, that any enemy is 
to be apprehended, and even there the natural barrier is strong.” 
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In the early eighteenth century the Rajmahal hills were 
thought to be almost impassable and the Teligarhi pass, if 
properly guarded, was the strategic key to Bengal.** 

Our conception of Bengal as a central region is a function 
of the last 200 years and the reorientation under the British of 
the flow of authority and influence from land centres to the 
littoral of India, which brought the seaports of Madras, 
Bombay, and Calcutta into central commercial, political, and 
cultural importance. I will discuss below the consequences of 
British rule and modernization on the nature and concep- 
tualization of regions, regional culture, and regionalism. 

In conclusion of the discussion of historical regions it is 
important to reiterate one of the basic arguments of the 
paper. Regions, even the assumed enduring ones subsumed 
under the concept ‘historical regions’, are of a changing 
nature through time. Various kinds of circumstances can 
rapidly alter the boundaries and very nature and conception 
of a region. One need only think of Chota Nagpur and 
Chattisgarh in recent years. Both were thought of as remote, 
inhospitable, and, from an economic point of view, relatively 
worthless regions, fit places for slash-and-burn agricultural- 
ists and hunters and gatherers. Now both are of key 
economic importance because of the presence of ores, which 
provide the basis of two of India’s most modern and complex 
industrial regions. 


PROBLEMS IN THE ESTABLISHMENT OF CULTURAL REGIONS 


For forty years anthropologists and other cultural scientists 
have struggled with the problem of establishing cultural 
areas. This effort largely grew out of attempts to order 
museum collections in some sort of rational fashion with 
some regard to the cultural context of material objects. Out 
of classificatory concerns in the establishment of culture areas 
also grew methodological and theoretical interests in the 
attempt to use culture areas as a basis from which to infer the 
history of societies and cultures without written records, by 
plotting traits (specific items of material culture or custom, 
e.g. a particular kind of digging stick, cross cousin marriage), 
and trait complexes (e.g. the Sun Dance of the Plains Indi- 
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ans). Great energy, time, and meticulous care were lavished 
on the establishment of culture areas for North America” 
and Africa.” | 

From the beginning of systematic writing on Indian 
society and culture, in the middle of the nineteenth century, 
there was of course recognition of the significance of cultural 
variation in the subcontinent. Mountstuart Elphinstone in his 
History of India: The Hindu and Mahometan Periods was typical 
of his times in talking about cultural differences in India in 
terms of “Ten different civilized nations.... All these 
nations differ from each other, in manners and language, 
nearly as much as those inhabiting the corresponding portion 
of Europe.” The ten nations are, not surprisingly, disting- 
uished by their languages, the languages spoken in the 
Punjab, Canouj, Mithila, Bengal, Gujarat, and the five 
languages of the Dekkan, Tamil, Telugu, Kanerese, and the 
languages spoken in Orissa and Maharashtra." Elphinstone 
did not try to lay out systematically any regional-cultural 
classification and, as was typical of discussions on cultural 
classifications since his time, really talks about the differences 
between north and south: ‘... the religious sects are 
different; the architecture . . . is of different characters; the 
dress differs in many respects, and the people differ in 
appearance . . . The northern people live much on wheat, 
and those of the south on ragi’.*’ Elphinstone also differenti- 
ated between Hindustanis and Bengalis, thinking the differ- 
ence was due tò geographic factors: ‘. .. Bengal is moist, 
liable to innundation, and has all the characteristics of an 
alluvial soil; while Hindostan, though fertile, is comparative- 
ly dry, both in soil and climate. This difference may, by 
forming a diversity of habits, have led to a great dissimilitude 
between the people’.*° 

Elphinstone, one way or another, illustrates all the criteria 
which have been used to try to establish cultural regions, lan- 
guage, differences in religious sects, architecture (house 
types), physical appearance (race), subsistence base (wheat vs. 
ragi), climate, and geography. 

Later in the nineteenth century, and into the twentieth cen- 
tury, concerns about racial classification tended to supplant 
overriding interest in cultural-regional classifications. Two 
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of the decennial census operations, 1901 and 1931, and their 
subsequent publications, collected great amounts of data on 
physical types in India. H. H. Risley, a distinguished civil 
administrator and one of the founders of systematic anthro- 
pology in India, contributed on the basis of his classification 
of measurements collected during the 1901 census the most 
persistent of racial-cultural classifications. As is typical with 
racial classifications of the period, there was a confusion of 
racial-linguistic and cultural criteria in the establishment of 
the classification. He believed that there were blocks of peo- 
ples, with similar head shapes, nose forms, and other 
measurements occupying defined territories. He gave these 
racial types essentially linguistic labels, e.g. Turko-Iranian, 
Indo-Aryan, Aryo-Dravidian.*! Risley was concerned not 
only with the establishment of racial classifications in relation 
to culture but was fumbling towards a racial history of India. 
This concern with racial and cultural history reaches its apex 
in the 1931 census under J. H. Hutton and the distinguished 
Indian physical anthropologist B. S. Guha, and has been a 
persistent theme in the research of D. N. Majumdar.°” 

The attempt of Guha and Majumdar was to use data about 
physical types, derived from measurements or blood typing, 
to infer something about the long-term cultural history of In- 
dia. The Negrito type, found only in traces of some of the 
tribal population, is thought to be the oldest strand in the ra- 
cial history of India. The Negritos in the conventional view 
were supplanted by Australoids, who are represented by the 
majority of present-day aborigines. When,. however, the 
physical anthropologists come to infer anything about the 
history of civilized groups in Indian society they seem merely 
to echo well-known facts about linguistic history. 

Not unnaturally, the physical anthropologists tend to see a 
difference racially between northern and southern peoples of 
India, but even this doesn’t seem clear when seriological data 
are used in attempting to map the frequency of A and B 
blood types in India. ‘On the basis of our knowledge of 
blood groups data in India it may be assumed that the fluc- 
tuation of the percentages indicates considerable admixture 
between the various racial and cultural groups. °? 

It is safe to say that fifty years of trying to relate culture, 
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race as defined by ‘scientific’ criteria, and history have added 
very little to our understanding of regionalism in India, other 
than some self-evident propositions, that the aborigines or 
tribals may represent a different racial strain than most of the 
rest of the population. Such a statement, however, tells us lit- 
tle about culture. 

In recent years there have been several attempts to revive 
earlier anthropological concerns with the development of 
culture areas in India. The most extensive and systematic of 
these was the survey on material culture carried out by the 
Department of Anthropology, Government of India, under 
the direction of Surajit Sinha and N. K. Bose.** The objec- 
tives of the survey were the ‘drawing up of maps of zones 
and sub-zones of selected material traits which appear to have 
persisted over long historical periods. This will provide in a 
broad sweep, a comparable picture for the major cultural re- 
gions of India and will thus provide the background for de- 
tailed study of cultural processes in the future.’ Systematic 
data from every district in India were collected and plotted on 
maps for the following items of material culture, village set- 
tlement pattern, types of cottages, staple diet, kinds of fats 
and oils used, kinds of oil presses, types of ploughs, types of 
husking implements, men’s dress, women’s dress, foot gear, 
and bullock carts. 

N. K. Bose in his introductory section to the study sees 
these eleven different traits grouped into a very broad pat- 
tern, a northern and a southern which tend to overlap in a 
broad zone running across India from Maharashtra to Bihar 
and in some cases Bengal and Orissa. However, as one scans 
the maps on which this data is plotted, it would seem that an 
argument for an east-west dividing of the subcontinent 
would be almost as tenable. Some idea of the difficulty of 
making generalizations on the basis of the maps given in the 
study can be seen from the listing below. 


1. Forms of Villages 


There are three zones, the first including much of UP and 
Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, and Rajasthan with a line 
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running roughly in a NE-SW direction from the middle of 
Maharashtra into Assam. The second zone contains much of 
Bengal, all of Orissa, parts of Madhya Pradesh, most of 
Andhra, and some of Mysore. A third major zone is Tamil- 
nad and the rest of Mysore. It tends to an east—west split. 


2. Types of Cottages: Roof and Ground Plan 


There is a basic similarity all over India with a zone running 
through Rajasthan in the north-west through Maharashtra 
into northern Tamilnad and southern Andhra. The basic split 
is an east—west one. 


3. Types of Cottages: Courtyard and Parlour 


There is a clear three zone pattern, northern, middle, and 
southern. 


4. Types of Cottages: Distribution of Courtyard 


The distribution is a completely mixed one. 


5. Staple Diet 


There are four zones, eastern rice—~Bengal, Bihar, eastern 
UP, Orissa, northern Andhra; central and northern wheat— 
most of UP, Punjab, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat, much of 
Maharashtra; a mixed millet-rice zone—Tamil and Telugu- 
speaking areas. The eastern rice is replicated on the west coast 
with a coastal strip of rice area. There is a faint east-west 
split. 


6. Fats and Oils 


There is a rough north-south division. 


7. Oil Presses 


There is a rough east-west division. 
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8. Types of Ploughs 


The division is roughly north-south, but with the demarca- 
tion running up the Nepal border with Bihar and some of 
Bengal having the type of plough found in much of the 
peninsula. 


9. Husking Implements 


There is a clear east-west division. 


10. Men’s Dress, Lower Garments 


Most of the sub-continent is the same, with the southern tip, 
the Punjab, and part of Rajasthan and Gujarat being different. 


11. Women’s Dress: Sewn and Unsewn Garments 


Most of India with the exception of Kerala and everything 
west of a line from north of Bombay to Delhi, is in one zone 
and the rest is mixed, making an east—west split. 


12. Foot Gear: Sandals other than Wooden 


There is a clear three-zone distribution: northern, middle and 
southern. 


13. Bullock Carts: Types of Wheel 


There is a rough north-south split but with the lines com- 
ing far north of the middle mountain zone, except in the 
east. 


14. Bullock Carts: Size of the Wheel 


The distribution is mixed. 

I would classify the distributions given on the fourteen 
maps as regards the major directions of splits in the following 
fashion: 


East-west (6) maps numbered 1, 2, 5, 7, 9, 11 
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North-south (5) maps numbered 3, 6, 8, 12, 13 
Mixed (3) maps numbered 4, 10, 14. 


Another of Bose’s conclusions is supported clearly by the 
distribution of the traits. ‘The boundaries of the culture areas 
or sub areas do not tally with Grierson’s boundaries of either 
linguistic families like Indo-Aryan and Dravidian or of the 
branches within either of these families.” 

The difficulty with the Bose-Sinha study would appear to 
be that they assumed the presence of clear-cut cultural zones 
or areas and the data on material traits did not fall in any 
fashion to support their assumption. 


WESTERNIZATION, MODERNIZATION AND REGIONALISM 


The obvious distinction, conceptually, between the terms 
‘region’ and ‘regionalism’ is sometimes overlooked. ‘Region’ 
with all its difficulties as a concept refers to means of 
classification of a wide variety of kinds of data, which helps 
analyse particular or general situations. ‘Regionalism’ refers 
usually to conscious or unconscious development of sym- 
bols, behaviours, and movements which will mark off 
groups within some geographic boundary from others in 
other regions for political, economic, or cultural ends. The 
term ‘region’ relates to a form of analysis, ‘regionalism’ to a 
call to action. The geographer V. L. S. Prakasa Rao points 
out that there is a cycle of regionalism. The cycle begins with 
the revival of poetry and language and ends with plans for the 
economic invigoration of regional agriculture and industry, 
with proposals for more autonomous political life. In 
Europe, according to Rao, regionalism had different ends in 
various countries. In France regionalism meant a protest 
against over-centralization of culture in Paris, and the 
movement was aimed at the free development of culture and 
local talent. In Germany the movement was aimed at 
reorganizing the old state boundaries. In Britain regionalism 
has meant administrative devolution and a new framework 
for local government. In Denmark it was directed to a folk 
revival combined with scientific agriculture.’ In India the 
cycle of regionalism begins with modernization and West- 
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ernization, intensified in the twentieth century by the rise of 
the nationalist movement. 


THE STRUCTURAL AND CULTURAL PREREQUISITES OF 
INDIAN REGIONALISM 


Regionalism is a cultural phenomenon, but it is not inevitable 
and it doesn’t just happen. It arises when certain conditions are 
present. The following is an attempt to specify in a 
preliminary fashion what these conditions or prerequisites 
might be. 


1. A Symbol Pool 


The first prerequisite of regionalism is what may be termed a 
pool of symbols which may be drawn upon and around 
which the content of the idea of regionalism can be formed 
for a particular region. In the Indian case the symbol pool has 
usually been made up of religious and/or literary and/or 
political historical symbols. The symbols may be couched in 
linguistic terms, i.e. the language of a particular region is 
believed to be the main carrier and, to many, the rallying 
point for the regional movement. When, however, one gets 
behind the identification with the language per se and looks at 
the content of the particular set of symbols that make up the 
regional identification, it is apparent that it is literature, 
religion, and political history that are being called upon, not 
the language itself. 

For Tamilians there appears to be a well developed hierar- 
chy of kinds of symbols which at one and the same time set 
off Tamilnad from other parts of South India (the macro- 
region) and form the constituent parts of Tamilnad. 


The Tamilian Scholar divided the country into five natural 
divisions according to their physical features. In his poetical 
imagination he carried such ideas into his daily life. It entered 
into the manners and customs of the people. In the course of 
time such divisions and attributes became conventional. If a poet 
dealt with a particular region in his poem, he always associated 
his thoughts to the particular sect of people who inhabited it, to 
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the particular products growing in the tract, to the particular 
kind of song, amusement, festivity, food, dress, musical instru- 
ments and ideas connected with the region. ... The ancient 
scholar named such regions by the name of a particular flower or 
plant which grew extensively in that region.** 


Internal political boundaries in Tamilnad never became 
fixed. It is in literature and the sacred geography in the cul- 
ture of the ordinary people that a distinctive and fixed set of 
ideas of internal regions developed: 


During the three centuries following the Saiva and Vaishnavite 
revival in the early part of the sixth century, Saints appeared in 
the country and revived the two great religions and suppressed 
the then prevalent Buddhism and Jainism. The four great Saivite 
saints and twelve Alwars travelled throughout the length and 
breadth of the land for the purpose of instilling religious spirit 
among the people, visited a large number of temples and have 
sung songs about them. While so doing they had mentioned the 
names of the divisions in the land. The other saints and poets 
who followed them developed the idea still further and have 
fixed the extent of the divisions while mentioning the temple 
which they visited. In this way the division of land into various 
sub-divisions on a religious basis became settled and was in 
vogue among the people.*? 


It would appear that the set of well established literary- 
religious symbols in Tamilnad concerning the region is the 
most extensive set found in India. 

Maharashtra is a region for which there has been claimed in 
the last seventy years a consistent historical-political tradi- 
tion, reaching back hundreds of years. Not only is there the 
historical political tradition, but Maratha historians in par- 
ticular and Indian historians in general see the tradition in 
terms of a Maratha state and nation from the time of Sivaji in 
the late seventeenth century until the early nineteenth cen- 
tury. | 

M. G. Ranade, the great Maharashtrian reformer, was the 
first to present the argument for a unique Maratha nation in 
his book, Rise of Maratha Power, originally published in 1900. 
In this book Ranade argued that the Maratha State was more 
than the expression of Sivaji’s genius and the abilities of 
Marathas as freebooters: 
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The foundation [of the State and Maratha Confederacy of the 
18th century] was laid broad and deep in the hearts of the whole 
people. Unlike the Subhedarships of Bengal, Karnatick, Oudh, 
and Hyderabad, the rise of the Maratha power was due to the 
first beginnings of what one may well call the process of nation- 
making. It was not the outcome of the successful enterprise of 
any individual adventurer. It was the upheaval of the whole 
population, strongly bound together by the common affinities of 
language, race, religion and literature, and seeking further soli- 
darity by a common independent political existence... . It 
was a national movement or upheaval in which all classes 
co-operated. The strength of the organization did not 
depend on a temporary elevation of the higher classes, but it had 
deeper hold on the vast mass of the rural population. Cowherds 
and shepherds, Brahmans and non-Brahmans, even Musalmans 
felt its influence and acknowledged its power.*° 


Ranade and subsequent writers on Maratha history have made 
much of the Bhakti movements of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries in establishing a religious ideology and style which 
bound the people of Maharashtra together. “This Religious 
Revival was not Brahmanical in its orthodoxy; it was heterodox 
in its spirit of protest against forms and ceremonies and 
class distinctions based on birth, and ethical in its preference 
of a pure heart, and the law of love, to all other acquired merits 
and good works.’*! The religious values found their expression 
in the oral and written traditions of the mass of the people of 
Maharashtra. 


This vein of rebellious sentiment runs through the vast Marathi 
literature of the three or four centuries that followed the extinc- 
tion of the Yadavas of Deogiri; from the time of Mukundraj and 
Jnaneshwar to that of Tukaram and Ramdas, the whole range of 
Marathi literature accurately reflects the working of the popular 
mind . . . [The Maratha Saints and Holy Men] delivered ora- 
tions and held Harikirtans which were avidly listened to, and 
which supplied the spiritual background to the political aims of 
workers like Shivaji. 42 


Even the Bengali historian Sir Jadunath Sarkar saw 
religious-literary movements as crucial to forming the 
ideology of the Maratha states. He makes the Marathas sound 
like an Indian version of the English Puritans—people of 
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simplicity who didn’t have time for the polishing of their 
forms of expression. “Their poetry consisted of short jingles 
and apopthegms or monotonous metrical couplets like 
the epics,—with no lyric outburst, no long-flowing sonorous 
verses, no delicate play on the whole gamut of sounds. ”** 

There has been a distinguished line of Maharashtrian histo- 
rians who have systematically and carefully explored Maratha 
history, and have produced a major historical school, 
their commitment to the proof of Maratha nationhood 
notwithstanding. Irawati Karve, a Maharashtrian, as an 
anthropologist, has also been dedicated to the objective reality 
of a Maharashtrian culture, and has elevated her perception 
of the objective reality of Maharashtra as a cultural region 
to a theory of the presence in India of similar regions: 


Ten years of field work in different parts of India has convinced. 
us that a linguistic area is a culturally unified area. Its chief char- 
acteristic is that, (1) it is a stretch of contiguous territory where 
one language with its various dialects is spoken. Commonness of 
language, however, is not the only feature which distinguished 
such a region from others. On the other hand this commonness 
of language is only an outward and the most obvious symbol of 
an underlying cultural synthesis which embraces all aspects of 
social life. Such an area shows (2) common usages as regards 
marriage, kinship systems and family organization. (3) There is 
also a recognizable similarity in dress, utensils and food- 
preparations of the people. (4) They pay homage to the same 
saints, tell the same stories, sing the same songs and even show 
the same attitude towards certain situations in life.“ 


2. Selection, Standardization, and Transmission of Symbols 


The second prerequisite for the establishment and mainten- 
ance of regionalism is a means of selection, standardization, 
and transmission of symbols from the symbol pool. At any 
moment in the present or the recent past,or for that matter 
through much of the cultural history of India, the possible 
symbol pool in any region from which selection can be made 
seems to be, if not infinite, then vast. We have begun to rec- 
ognize that valuable as such concepts as the Great and Little 
Tradition or Sanskritization have been in helping to sort and 
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analyse data on Indian culture and society, they can do vio- 
lence to complexity and variety on the ground and 
historically.*° The formation of and elevation of a relatively 
coherent view and articulation of one strand out of the symbol 
pool, religious, cultural, literary, or historical, does not just 
happen, but is the result of complex forces. The materials are 
at hand for some understanding of the process of the de- 
velopment of regional traditions both in the pre-modern and 
the modern period. It is one of the paradoxes. of modern 
Indian history that, at the same time that British rule was 
establishing some of the preconditions of a national identity 
in the modern sense of the word, it also established the condi- 
“tions for regionalism in the form that we have come to know 
it from the late nineteenth century. 

As suggested above, one of these conditions was the 
establishment of printing in India. In order to print in the 
vernacular languages, decisions had to be made as to which 
dialects of the regional languages were the ones to be enshrined 
in the printed materials, the books, government regulations, 
teaching materials, and translations from English and Euro- 
pean languages. The decision was made in a different fashion 
and by different groups for each of the languages. For the 
North Indian languages, particularly Bengali, Hindi, and 
Urdu, the establishment of the College at Fort William by 
Lord Wellesley was crucial. There John Gilchrist encour- 
aged the publishing of Hindustani prose and William Carey 
selected and encouraged Bengali pandits to write text books 
and to publish versions of Bengali religious and other texts; 
such men helped standardize regional languages in such a 
fashion that educated Indians throughout the region could 
read the same materials. Although there were always linguae 
francae within the regions and across the regions, the standar- 
dizations of the languages through publishing and their 
dissemination through text books in the schools and colleges 
gave the regional languages a primacy for groups within the 
society that they may not before have had. 

Although literacy may not have increased markedly in the 
nineteenth century in India, those who became literate tended 
to read standardized versions of the same texts. In each of the 
Presidency capitals at least, and later in the up-country cities, 
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voluntary associations were formed to further printing and 
distribution of vernacular materials. Typical of these societies 
was the Calcutta School Book Society, which distributed in 
tens of thousands basic readers, arithmetic books, spellers, 
and grammars, as well as the famous weekly newspaper 
Digdarshan.*© 

Studies of social change in nineteenth-century India 
give for obvious reasons prime attention to the rise of 
English-language schools and colleges, but it must also 
be remembered that at the primary and secondary level ver- 
nacular education expanded somewhat and was standardized. 
At the same time that attention was focused on the Anglo- 
Orientalist controversy, Lieutenant Governor Thomason 
was putting substantial resources into vernacular education in 
Upper India. 

By the middle of the century even the élitist English-based 
higher education was having its effect in an indirect fashion 
on the establishment of regionalism in India. By the mid 
nineteenth century some of the Western educated, particular- 
ly in Bengal and Bombay, were turning away from their 
identification with Western values and ideals, from an 
admiration of things European to an examination and 
admiration of things Indian. In this endeavour to find cultural 
superiority in Indian civilization concerns with distinctive re- 
gional traditions were made coherent and were fixed. 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century it was Bal 
Gangadhar Tilak in Maharashtra who developed methods for 
involving segments from the top to the bottom of the social 
order, regardless of literacy, in the glorification of regional 
traditions. Although Tilak’s goal in a very real sense was 
nationalist, the vehicle of expression of nationalism was 
regional. | 

In 1893 Tilak, along with Annasahib (an orthodox 
Brahman), organized as a public festival the worship over a 
ten-day period of the Hindu god Ganesh. The manifest 
reason for the celebrations was to prevent lower-caste 
Hindus from participating in the Mohurram festival of the 
Muslims as had been the custom up until this time. Ganesh 
was one of the favourite gods of Western India; the Ganapati 
festival had been celebrated as a household festival by the 
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Peshwas but had largely become a minor domestic event. 
Annasahib’s and Tilak’s actions ‘catapulted the Ganapati 
celebration from a purely private religious functions to the 
most important and best attended public festival of Western 
India within a few years.” 

In 1896 Tilak and his followers sponsored a festival to hon- 
our the great Maratha Shivaji. As with many aspects of the 
regional and Hindu revivals of the nineteenth century, it was 
an Englishman who unwittingly provided the immediate sti- 
mulus for the establishment of the festival. James Douglas in 
a guide book on Bombay pointed out that Shivaji’s samadhi 
(memorial stone) was lying unhonoured and in a state of 
disrepair. The Shivaji celebrations manifestly glorified 
Maharashtra and the festival was made available to the whole 
population. 


The festival had all the trappings of a typical Hindu religious 
celebration with songs, dances, gymnastic events, readings from 
the scriptures, and distribution of sweets and betel leaves. In 
addition, however, ballads exalting Shivaji’s heroic deeds, and 
lectures on the highlights of Maratha history were delivered. 
Symbolizing the joint political and religious character of the 
celebration, huge painted portraits of Shivaji and his Brahman 
guru Ramdas were carried side by side in procession up to the 
mount fortress, while the chant of devotional hymns blended 
contrapuntally with shouts of ‘Shivaji Maharaj-ki-jai!’* 


In his newspaper, Kesari, Tilak made it clear that through 
hero worship of Shivaji the ideal of Maratha self-rule and the 
glorification of Maharashtra would be reborn. 

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were rich 
in movements which, in a significant fashion, standardized 
out of the symbol pool of various regions or parts of the 
country -various articulations of regional cultures. The 
Andhra Movement and the Adi Dravida Movement in the 
South, and even the establishment of Nagri Pracarini Sabha in 
Banaras in 1890 to extend the revival of the Nagri alphabet, 
had the effect of furthering regionalism within their areas. 


3. Establishment of Regional Elites 
It is axiomatic that not only did British rule establish the 
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conditions for changes or redefinitions in Indian cultural 
systems, but it also established the conditions for structural 
changes in the society. Up until fairly recently most discussion 
and research on structural changes in Indian society concen- 
trated on the establishment of national élites in relation to the 
nationalist movement and the establishment of an All-India 
educational and administrative system. More recently, con- 
comitant with the development of more behavioural 
approaches to the study of politics, the spread of social 
anthropological field work, and the regionalization of the 
modern historian of India, has come the realization of the sig- 
nificance of what are termed regional élites. 

The concept of the élite has a long history in the historical 
and social scientific literature, and there is little consensus of 
what or whom we are talking about except at the common 
sense level. In complex societies there are hierarchies—some 
people are at the top and some at the bottom. Often those at 
the top, as a category or a group, exercise certain forms of 
leadership and have more control over or access to what is 
valued in the society, wealth, power, authority, the symbols 
of valued life styles, education, ritual purity—than do others. 
In some societies an élite can appear to monopolize almost all 
of that which appears to have value; in other societies élites 
may be segmented around particular valued activities or 
symbols. We can talk of a political élite, a commercial élite, 
an educated élite, and so forth. Elites, whether unitary or 
segmented, can be closed or open, and can be recruited by 
ascription or achievement. Elites may form hierarchies or 
may be pyramided; we can have rural and urban élites, local, 
regional, and national élites. Single individuals or small 
groups may play different élite roles at different levels in a 
hierarchical or pyramidal élite structure. ; 

We are just beginning to perceive some of the complexities 
in analysis of élites in the study of Indian society and history, 
so that discussing élite formation as one of the functional pre- 
requisites of the development of regionalism is a hazardous 
undertaking in the extreme. The first obvious caution in the 
discussion is that we should not look for identical categories 
of élites, playing identical kinds of roles in relation to the de- 
velopment of regionalism. “The Princes’, the Bhadralok of 
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Bengal, the Chitpavan of Maharashtra, the Tamil Brahman 
of Tamilnad, the Pattidar of Gujarat, the Parsi of Bombay, 
the Oudh Talukadar, and the Nayars of Malabar encompass 
analytically different kinds of groups. These élites do fit on 
some kind of continuum in terms of their method of recruit- 
ment from élites whose origin might be termed composite, 
such as the Oudh Talukadars, the Princes, and the Bhadralok 
at one end to those who in origin have kin and caste ties to 
mark. them off from other categories and groups in the re- 
gional society such as the Nayars and Chitpavans. The origin 
of a particular élite is important in that it can determine to a 
large extent the nature of internal ordering of the élite group. 
The Oudh Talukadars were in effect created as an élite by 
administrative action on the part of the British as part of the 
land settlement of Oudh in 1859. A Talukadar was anyone 
who was listed or whose ancestor was listed in the official list 
of Talukadars. The British wanted to create the Talukadars 
as an élite, but, partially because of the method of re- 
cruitment which prevented any kind of common social and 
cultural solidarity from emerging within the élite category, 
they failed. (My view of the Oudh Talukadars is based on the 
work of Thomas Metcalf and Peter Reeves.) 

The British even tried to establish educational institutions 
and to offer certain preferences to categories like the Princes 
and the Oudh. Talukadars, in order to enable them to perform 
like élites. Colonel Walter, British Resident in Bharatpur, 
originally suggested the idea that an educational institution, 
‘an Eton in India’, be established, where the sons of the Ra- 
jputana chiefs, princes, and Thakurs could be ‘brought up as 
a gentleman should be’.5 Walter believed that only if there 
was an educational institution devoted to the education of the 
Princes, where they could be educated by ‘English gentle- 
men, not mere bookworms, but men fond of field sports and 
out-door exercise . . . can we hope to see the Native Princes 
of India occupying the position they ought to hold as the 
promoters of peace, prosperity and progress amongst their 
own people, and the hearty supporters of British authority 
and power.”*! 

In 1879 the Viceroy, Lord Lytton, proposed that the Statu- 
tory Civil Service being established should ‘be confined 
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to Indians selected from families of social standing. . . a 
“native branch” of the civil service created for the employment 
by selection of those with inherited qualifications, early 
habits of authority and a commanding influence over large 
numbers of their fellow-countrymen.’>? The Statutory Civil 
Service was never a success and proved attractive neither to the 
Princes nor to the educated classes. Within a region such as 
Rajasthan, the Princes in a very real sense acted as an élite in 
terms of their economic and political power and in providing 
a life-style and symbols for their own states. However, 
British efforts with both the Princes and the Oudh Taluka- 
dars to establish an aristocratic élite for society at large as a 
counterweight to other élites less favourable to their rule 
proved unsuccessful. The British of the late nineteenth cen- 
tury and scholars of the twentieth century saw a new élite 
group being formed through the results of the Bnitish-intro- 
duced educational system. In Bengal in particular, a category 
of the Western educated was very much in evidence. 
British official society, increasingly through the latter part of 
the nineteenth century, was unwilling to grant this category 
in society access to authority, and to grant them roles and 
élite symbols, which in effect they were trained for by their 
university education in India. In Bombay and Bengal initially, 
and then subsequently in other regions, at one and the same 
time the members of this educated group provided leadership 
in the national independence movement, leadership of 
regional movements for cultural identity; and in increasing 
numbers in the twentieth century, as British policies changed, 
manned the covenanted civil service and the military. 

The emergence in the late nineteenth century of distinctive 
regional élites, with connections to a forming educated national 
élite, in several regions led to counter-groupings in opposi- 
tion to the emerging nationalist and civil service élites. The 
anti-Brahman movement in Maharashtra and the non- 
Brahman movement in Tamilnad are examples of such 
movements. The situation of élites and counter-élites in rela- 
tion to regionalism became even more complex in the 1920s 
with the reorientation of the Congress party under Gandhi’s 
leadership into a mass organization. In order to develop mass 
appeal and a mass organization, a new type of leadership was 
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recruited, capable of organizing local and regional cadres 
of the Congress movement. Appeals were in vernaculars 
and regional cultures were glorified. Nationalism began to 
develop a regional flavour. Although, each in his own way, 
Gandhi and Nehru represented variants of a national ideal, 
lower echelons of the movement were regionally based and 
furthered regional styles. In post-Independence India this 
leadership and these styles have, in a significant fashion, 
become dominant. 

The relationship between the rise of regional élites and 
their role in selection and standardization of symbols and 
values from the regional stock of symbols and values is a very 
complex one, relating to technology, education, access to civil 
and political roles, and the accidents of history and policy. 
In a very real sense we are just beginning to understand the 
complex relationship among the nature of the symbol pools 
of various regions, the mechanics and organization of stan- 
dardization of regional cultures, and the interrelations 
between emerging national and regional élites. 


COUNTERVAILING PROCESSES TO REGIONAL IDENTITY AND 
REGIONALISM 


One of the oddities of current academic styles is that histo- 
rians seem more prone than most to read history from the 
present to the past. Their growing concern with the study of 
regionalism has led them perhaps to overemphasize the study 
of regions. Historians of India seem at times to be about to 
take over the anthropologist’s curse, the obsession with ‘my 
people’. Not only in India, but in most parts of the world, 
anthropologists tend to see the tribe or village they have 
studied as the key region, and the processes and phenomena 
occurring in that particular region at the particular time with 
which they have been concerned as central to all of modern 
history. There is of course a real basis for the trend. Regions 
and regionalism are important to the study of Indian society 
and history. The concern is a healthy corrective to the 
previous almost exclusive concerns of historians with Indo- 
British history; but unless in our efforts we also look towards 
countervailing processes to regional identity and regionalism 
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as they grew in the nineteenth century, we might well 
achieve the same sterility that much Indo-British historical 
research has reached. There is a pool of traditional Indian 
symbols, certainly Hindu symbols, which have been standar- 
dized through the nationalist movement and the emergence 
of an Indian nation state. There is a distinctive world view at 
an abstract level that is Indian; there certainly is a rhetoric and 
style that is Indian which most of us recognize. There are 
languages, Sanskrit, Persian, Urdu, and English, which have 
been used or are used throughout India. In most periods of 
Indian history there have been definitive life-styles which 
cut across regional life styles, the Brahmanic, the courtly- 
Persian, the modern or cosmopolitan. Since the rise of the 
Mughal empire there have been forms of a national adminis- 
trative service. It could be argued that in some intermittent 
fashion there have been subcontinent-wide educational in- 
stitutions, Madrassas, Pathshallas, and the Universities; even 
at the present when we are so aware of the regionalization of 
higher education there is also the establishment of the IITs 
and the conscious elevation of Delhi University into a national 
institution. Since Independence a large number of Indians 
have travelled overseas for higher education and technical 
training, where for a time their identity as Indians rather than 
as Bengalis or Tamilians becomes primary. A ‘middle class’ 
mass culture may be emerging in India, through the movies 
and their attendant magazines, and publications like The 
Illustrated Weekly of India. One would like to know what im- 
pact, if any, the movies have on urban middle class women’s 
sari styles, what effect the movies and ‘mass’ magazines have 
on home furnishings, whether there is an emerging urban 
‘modern’ life-style. We have tended to forget how rapidly 
regional cultures and styles were eroded and national cultures 
established in the history of the West. Less than one hundred 
years after we fought a civil war on regional grounds, and af- 
ter sectionalism was thought to be a major factor in Amer- 
ican history, most observers of American life comment on 
the uniformity at all levels in our society and culture. Cul- 
tures and regional/national styles can change with amazing 
rapidity. That which we think of as essentially Irish appears 
to have been formed in a brief time in the middle of the 
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nineteenth century. The stereotype of the Scotsman as penu- 
rious and dour appears to have risen in the late seventeenth 
century with the rise of Presbyterianism. 

The argument that I am trying to make throughout this 
paper is that regions are far from fixed, enduring things, 
especially if any historical perspective is taken. They are not 
absolutes and they are difficult, if not impossible, to define 
by objective criteria. Where one stands and for what purpose 
one is observing or studying will determine the boundaries of 
the unit one is studying. For many purposes a region, which 
can be defined in a relative fashion for the purpose of the 
study, makes a logical unit; for other purposes a village, a 
city, or the civilization make the relatively important unit to 
be studied. 

In recent years the study of regions and regionalism has be- 
come one of the prime concerns of all social scientists in the 
study of India and Indian culture. It should not be over- 
looked, however, that the phenomenon, no matter how we 
define it, exists through time and we must constantly be 
aware of the danger of reifying what might be a set of contin- 
gent choices by some individual or groups within the society 
we are studying and of elevating the contingent choices into 
an absolute.. 
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Notes on the History of the 
Study of Indian Society and 
Culture” 


The study of social change and acculturation has become 
over the last thirty-five years one of the anthropologist’s 
major activities. Until quite recently the American Indians and 
African and Latin American societies and cultures have been 
the locus of most social change and acculturation studies. 

The American Indian studies have tended to focus on the 
overwhelming effects that white American society has had on 
tribal groups. The African studies have tended to focus on the 
direct and indirect political effects of European incursions. 
The study of acculturation in Latin America has empha- 
sized the initial effects of Hispanization, the destruction of 
indigenous Indian society, and the emergence of complicated 
new patterns of culture. These studies have taken a total 
system view of the societies in relation to overwhelming 
political, economic, and social power which were directly or 
indirectly applied to indigenous societies. The American 
Indian studies have illustrated how persistent indigenous 
patterns have been and to a large extent how effective American 
Indians have been, in the face of often overwhelming press- 
ure, in maintaining many of their indigenous patterns. In 
Africa by and large the studies indicate that in the political 


* This essay was first published in Structure and change in Indian Society, ed. 
Milton Singer and Bernard S. Cohn (Chicago: Aldine Press, 1968). 
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realm the Africans have adapted European institutions to 
their own political ends. 

The societies of India offer a much different situation from 
that of the American Indian or the African.to study long-term 
social change under colonial and post-colonial conditions. 
Indian society and political development were recognized 
by Europeans in the eighteenth century as being at relatively 
the same level as European society. In India there was settled 
agriculture and a variety of craft production on a large scale, 
political institutions of kingship, a legal system based 
partially on written law, taxation based on regular assess- 
ment, with record-keeping, and military forces roughly 
organized along lines similar to those of Europe. Many of the 
political and economic roles familiar to Europeans: clerks, 
judges, tax officials, generals, bankers and traders, existed. In 
addition, there was a multiple cultural-religious system based 
on sacred texts, both Hindu and Muslim, with a wide range 
of ritual specialists and scholars. 

Relatively speaking, British domination until the middle of 
the nineteenth century had little direct effect on Indian social, 
economic, and cultural life. As a result of British revenue 
arrangements, there was some circulation of personnel in the 
rural society as land became marketable and as new methods of 
acquisition of land through the use of British administrative 
procedures allowed non-military groups access to control 
of land. New groups who tended to take advantage of the 
conditions established by the British fitted into the traditional 
structure or were placed on top of the existing structure 
and took over life-styles well established by the eighteenth 
century. 


THE STUDY OF INDIAN SOCIETY AND THE CASTE SYSTEM 


There have been recorded observations on Indian society 
since the third century B.c. It is useful in considering more 
recent developments in the study of social change in India to 
sketch briefly the nature and content of the observations and 
assumptions which observers have made of the Indian social 
system. 
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Classical and Arab-Persian Accounts 


For the period 327 B.c. to 1498, there are scattered accounts 
of Indian society written by foreigners. These travellers 
included Greeks, Romans, Byzantine Greeks, Jews, and 
Chinese, and, increasingly from a.D. 1000 onward, Arabs, 
Turks, Afghans and Persians. Most classical accounts of Indian 
society follow Megasthenes, who had the advantage of 
direct observation of parts of India. But as Lach comments: 


Although he was an acute observer, Megasthenes was handicap- 
ped by his ignorance of the native languages. Like many Euro- 
peans since his time, he was unable to penetrate deeply into the 
thought, literature and history of the country simply by looking 
and listening, or by using interpreters. ! 


Megasthenes described Indian society as being divided into 
seven classes: (1) philosophers who offer sacrifices and per- 
form other sacred rites; (2) husbandmen who form the bulk 
of the population; (3) shepherds and hunters; (4) those who 
work at trades and vend wares and are employed in bodily 
labour; (5) fighting men; (6) inspectors; and (7) counsellors 
and assessors of the king.” Megasthenes also noted that each 
of these seven ‘classes’ were endogamous and that one could 
not change his occupation or profession.’ From the context 
of his account it would appear, as with many subsequent 
observers, that Megasthenes’ data came mainly from 
observation of urban political centres. It is also interesting to 
note that, at least in the materials of Megasthenes which have 
survived, he makes no reference to the varna theory. 

Although there was regular and extensive contact between 
Rome and India through direct trade contact, Roman 
accounts, although fuller on geographic information, add little 
in the form of sociological information to our knowledge 
of the stratification system in early India. 

The earliest Arabic accounts follow the classical view of 
Indian society in reporting the division of Indian society into 
seven classes.* Al-Biruni (c.973—-1030) appears to have been 
familiar with Sanskrit sources and does mention the four- 
varna theory of the caste system.” In the seventeenth century 
many translations were made from the Sanskrit literature 
into Persian by Indo-Muslim scholars. Abu’l Fazl ‘Allami, 
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the author of the A’in-i-Akbari, a late sixteenth-century gazet- 
teer and description of Akbar’s court, revenue, and adminis- 
trative system, presents the view that the four varnas were 
produced from the body of Brahma at the creation of the 
world. He recognizes that there are internal divisions within 
the four varnas, but follows Brahmanic theory in attributing 
these divisions to the mixture of the original varnas through 
intermarriage.’ 

Functionally, as can be seen in the lists of military and 
revenue obligations given in the A’in-i-Akbari, the Mughals 
clearly recognized that the operational level of the Hindu 
social system was not at the level of the varnas but at the level 
of kin-based social categories such as we are familiar with in 
twentieth-century literature on the Indian caste system. The 
split view of Indian society, which we will see is so typical of 
nineteenth-century European views of India, of a theoretical 
varna-based society which sees the four major ideological 
based categories of Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra 
as being the system, existed functionally along with the 
necessity on the part of the Mughals to operate with localized 
kin-based caste groups. 


The View of the Caste System of the Early European Travellers 


The earliest direct observers of the Indian caste system in 
modern times were Portuguese adventurers, administrators, 
merchants, and priests, who began primarily on the Malabar 
coast to have direct experience with Indian society. Malabar 
at one and the same time was a highly cosmopolitan society, 
with enclaves of Arabs (Moplahs), Syrian Christians, Jews, 
and other foreign peoples, and an area in which the hierarchic 
principles of the caste system had been worked out in one of 
its most extreme forms. The Europeans were also fascinated 
in confronting matrilineal and polyandrous groups. 

Early Portuguese observers like Duarte Barbosa® naively 
but accurately reported major cultural features of the caste 
system which continue to be recognized as central today: the 
high position of the Brahmans’ the significance of pollution 
in relation to untouchability, 10 the bars to commensality 
among endogamous groups, "! the relationship of occupation 
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to caste, !?° the application of sanctions within castes to main- 
tain caste customs, ° and the relationship between caste and 
political organization. '* 

Striking in Barbosa’s description is his matter-of-fact and 
objective approach in trying to describe what he saw and 
what he was told; he presents his description of the caste system 
organized as a hierarchy with Brahmans on top and Untou- 
chables at the bottom. There is no reference to the Hindu 
theory of the varnas and no moralizing about the benefits or 
evils of the system. In many respects European accounts for 
the next 250 years do not progress much beyond Barbosa’s 
reporting. Unlike many of the Europeans who followed him 
to India, for shorter or longer periods, Barbosa knew an Indian 
vernacular well and was recognized by his contemporaries 
for his linguistic abilities. '° 

Although there were others over the next 250 years who 
became fascinated with Indian society, most accounts by 
Europeans which circulated in Europe tended to focus on the 
Mughal courts and on political and commercial matters 
rather than on Indian society itself. Jean Baptiste Tavernier, a 
French merchant and traveller who made six voyages to the 
Middle East, India, and South-East Asia between about 1631 
and 1667, wrote accounts of his travels that are typical of the 
works of this period.'® He describes in detail the various 
routes and points of interest historically and commercially in 
his travels in India, much like a forerunner of Murray’s guide 
to India." He provides a history of the reign of Aurangzeb 
mainly based on oral evidence, and extensive discussions of 
commercial activities. Finally, Tavernier reports on various 
Hindu beliefs, rituals, and customs. This reporting is based 
on conversations with Brahmans and on eyewitness reports. 
The caste system receives very brief notice. Tavernier bases 
his views on what he ‘ascertained from the most accom- 
plished of their priests’,'® that is, that although there are 
believed to be seventy-two castes, ‘these may be reduced to 
four principal [castes], from which all others derive their 
origin’.'? Tavernier and other European travellers appear to 
have had little difficulty in finding Brahmans to discuss Hindu- 
ism with them. 

Abraham Roger, the first chaplain at the Dutch factory at 
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Pulicat in Madras, studied Hinduism from a Dutch-speaking 
Brahman, Padmanubha, in the 1630s. Roger’s account of 
Hinduism was published in 1670, twenty years after his death, 
and contains Padmanubha’s Dutch translation of Bhartrihari’s 
Satakas.”© 


DEVELOPMENTS IN THE LATER EIGHTEENTH AND EARLY 
NINETEENTH CENTURIES 


With the establishment of British suzerainty in the later eight- 
eenth century, the rapid acquisition of knowledge of the classic- 
al languages of India by a few British officials, the need 
for administrative purposes of a knowledge of the structure of 
Indian society, and the intensification of missionary activities, 
systematic knowledge of Indian society began to develop 
very rapidly from 1760 onward. Three major traditions 
of approach to Indian society can be seen by the end of the 
eighteenth century: the orientalist, the administrative and 
the missionary. Each had a characteristic view, tied to the 
kinds of roles which foreign observers played in India and the 
assumptions which underlay their views of India. 


The Orientalist 


Although there was some knowledge of the learned tradi- 
tions of India, both Hindu and Muslim, before the middle of 
the eighteenth century, it was not until the post-Plassey 
generation that a cumulative knowledge of Persian and Sanskrit 
and the vernacular languages began to develop which enabled 
the British to begin to comprehend the depth and range of texts 
and their contents through which the religion, philosophy, 
and history of India began to become known to Europeans. 
Alexander Dow, an officer in the East India Company’s 
army, was one of the first to publish a translation of one 
of the standard Persian histories of India, Tarikh-i-F:rish- 
tahi, which was published as The History of Hindustan in 1768- 
1771. As was typical for the period, Dow prefaced his 
translations with a number of essays, one on the nature of 
Mughal government, one on the effects of British rule in 
Bengal, and ‘A Dissertation Concerning the Customs, Man- 
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ners, Language, Religion and Philosophy of the Hindoos.’ 
To Dow, customs and manners appear to have largely meant 
Brahmanic prescriptions derived from his study in Persian 
and ‘through the vulgar tongue of the Hindoos’ of ‘some of 
the principal shasters’. This he did with the assistance of 
a pundit from Banaras. Although Dow had tried to learn 
Sanskrit, apparently his official duties prevented him from 
mastering the language, but he was fully aware of the diffi- 
culties of understanding Hinduism through Persian transla- 
tions. Matters which we would call sociological are treated in 
seven pages out of the fifty of his essay and cover the four 
varnas, which he sees as four great tribes, each of which is 
made up of a variety of castes; the tribes do not intermarry, 
eat, drink, or in any manner associate with each other. Dow 
presents the Brahmanical theory of the origin of the system 
as derived from parts of the body of Brahma. The caste 
system is treated in two pages. Other customs Dow thinks 
worth noting are astrological concerns at the birth of a child, 

legal position of the Brahmans, the role of sannyasis as 
conveyers of Hinduism and types of penances which both 
sannyasis and the public sometimes perform. 

The orientalists seem to have been convinced that the texts 
were indeed-accurate guides to the culture and society of the 
Hindus. N. B. Halhed, who provided the first compilation 
and translation from the Dharmashastras under the title A 
Code of Gentoo Laws, or, Ordinations of the Pundits, From a Per- 
sian Translation, Made from the Original, Written in the Shanscrit 
Language, published in London in 1776, commented that 
from these translations ‘may be formed a precise idea of the 
customs and manners of these people’.”! 

A view of Indian society which was derived from the study 
of texts and cooperation with pundits and sastris (scholars of 
Hindu scriptures) had several consequences. In the first inst- 
ance it led to a consistent view that the Brahmans were the 
dominant group in the society. This was the function of the 
view which came from the texts themselves—a view which 
sees the Brahman as the centre of the social order, which 
prescribes differential punishments for crimes based on one’s 
varna status, which prohibits other varnas than Brahmans 
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from learning certain texts, and which generally exalts the 
sacredness of the Brahman. The acceptance of this view is all 
the more odd in that it flew in the face of the evidence of the 
political structure of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth- 
century India, in which there were few Brahman dynasties, 
and political military power rested in the hands of other 
groups in the society. 

The acceptance of a textual view of the society by the 
orientalists also led to a picture of Indian society as being 
static, timeless, and spaceless. Statements about customs which 
derived from third century A.D. texts and observations from 
the late eighteenth century were equally good evidence for 
determining the nature of society and culture in India. In this 
view of Indian society there was no regional variation and 
no questioning of the relationship between prescriptive nor- 
mative statements derived from the texts and the actual 
behaviour of individuals or groups. Indian society was seen 
as a set of rules which every Hindu followed. 


The Missionary 


The missionary view of India developed slightly later than 
the orientalist view. The first full expression of this view was 
contained in Charles Grant’s Observations on the State of Society 
among the Asiatic Subjects of Great Britain, Particularly with 
Respect to Morals, and on the Means of Improving It. Grant, who 
was one of the early evangelicals, and who served as a com- 
mercial official in Bengal from 1774 to 1790, wrote the tract 
in 1792 for Henry Dundas, President of the Parliamentary 
Board of Control, the body responsible for the supervision of 
the East India Company’s government.* Grant’s view of 
Indian society and Indian character is summed up in the fol- 
lowing quotation: 


Upon the whole, then, we cannot avoid recognizing in the peo- 
ple of Hindostan, a race of men lamentably degenerate and base, 


* For a Full and valuable discussion of Grant, his ideas, and career, see 
Ainslie Thomas Embree, Charles Grant and British Rule in India (London, 
1962). The Observations were published in the Parliamentary Papers, 1812-13, 
X, paper 282, pp. 1-112, and in Parliamentary Papers, 1831-32, vm, paper 
734, General Appendix no. 1, pp. 3-92. 


144 THE STUDY OF INDIAN SOCIETY AND CULTURE 


retaining but a feeble sense of moral obligation, yet obstinate in 
their disregard of what they know to be right, governed by 
malevolent and licentious passions, strongly exemplifying the 
effects produced on society by great and general corruption of 
manners, and sunk in misery by their vices . . .?” 


Grant felt that the caste system, the legal system, govern- 
ment, and above all the despotic role of the Brahmans who 
control the society are the cause of the degraded state of the 
Hindus. Since society and culture are based, directed, and 
maintained by the religious system, the only hope for the 
improvement of Hindus and Hindu society lies in the elimina- 
tion of Hinduism. This can be accomplished by government 
support of a highly effective campaign by Christian mis- 
sionaries to convert the Indian population to Christianity. 

` The early nineteenth century saw a considerable literature 
by missionaries and by the evangelicals on Indian society. 
Claudius Buchanan, Sir John Shore, William Carey, and 
William Ward all produced extensive works in much the same 
tenor as Grant’s Observations. In these later works, especially 
in William Ward’s Account of the Writings, Religion and Man- 
ners of the Hindoos, originally published at Serampore in 1811 
in four volumes, but subsequently republished with some 
changes in content and title in 1815 and in 1820, the nature 
and type of ‘documentation’ of the condemnation of Hindu 
society changed. There is much more of an attempt to 
condemn Hindu society and to hold up the religion to 
ridicule with translations from the Sanskrit texts. In addition, 
increasing attention was paid on the basis of eyewitness 
and hearsay accounts of what the missionaries took to be 
everyday examples of the depravity of the Hindu, suttee, 
purdah, sale of children into salvery, veneration of the cow, 
worship of idols, and the caste system. The caste system 
was described by William Ward: 


Like all other attempts to cramp the human intellect, and forc- 
ibly to restrain men within bounds which nature scorns to keep, 
this system, however specious in theory, has operated like the 
Chinese national shoe, it has rendered the whole nation cripples. 
Under the fatal influence of this abominable system, the 
bramhuns have sunk into ignorance, without abating an atom of 
their claims to superiority; the kshutriyus became almost extinct 
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before their country fell into the hands of Musulmans; the 
voishyus are no where to be found in Bengal; almost all have fal- 
len into the class of shoodrus, and shoodrus have sunk to the 
level of their own cattle.” 


The venom heaped on the caste system appears not to have 
been accidental, as the missionaries considered it necessary to 
destroy what they thought was the social basis of Hinduism. 
As long as those who converted to Christianity were merely 
another caste, as far as the rest of the Hindu population was 
concerned, and as long as an individual who converted cut 
himself off from the rest of society, there was little hope of 
diffusion of Christianity through normal channels of com- 
munication. As groups and individuals converted, the mis- 
sionaries found themselves having to take on total economic 
and social responsibility for them as well as providing them 
with a different religion.”* 

The major thrust of the missionaries in their writing was to 
condemn Hindus and Hindu society along the lines indicated 
above; however, as a by-product of their proselytizing 
endeavours, they often made major contributions to the empir- 
ical study of Indian society. This partially came out of their 
need for translations of the Bible and religious tracts into the 
Indian vernaculars. Perhaps the first sociolinguistic study 
we have of an Indian language is William Carey’s Dialogues 
Intended to Facilitate the Acquiring of the Bengali Language, 
published at the Press at Serampore in 1801. This work, which 
reads like a forerunner of modern language teaching mate- 
rials for learning a language through the oral-aural method, is 
a series of dialogues between various types of Indians— 
zamindars and their tenants, zamindars and their officials, 
washermen and fishermen, cultivators, and various types of 
women. The different social and occupational groups are 
recorded as speaking presumably as they would in normal 
conversation. 
~ William Adams, who came to Bengal as a Baptist minister 
in the early nineteenth century, was commissioned to do 
reports on indigenous education: These were highly laudatory 
of the nature of traditional vernaculr education and reported 
in detail on the continued vigour of indigenous education in 
the 1830s.7° In the middle of the nineteenth century Robert 
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Caldwell spent fifty years of his life in South India. His study, 
Comparative Grammar of the Dravidian or South Indian Family of 
Languages, was one of the first systematic accounts of the 
Dravidian languages and was to have considerable indirect 
effect on the politics of South India. Stephen Hislop, a mis- 
sionary in Central India, provided some of the earliest and 
most useful descriptions of the tribal peoples of Central 
India. In the twentieth century, Charles Freer Andrews and 
Edward Thompson were important interpreters of changing 
Indian society in relation to the nse of nationalism and were 
consistent defenders of India and Indians in the face of official 
British policy. 

The orientalists and the missionaries were polar opposites 
in their assessment of Indian culture and society but were in 
accord as to what the central principles and institutions of the 
society were. They agreed that it was a society in which reli- 
gious ideas and practices underlay all social structure; they 
agreed in the primacy of the Brahman as the maintainer of 
the sacred tradition, through his control of the knowledge of 
the sacred texts. Both groups essentially accepted the 
Brahmanical theory of the four varnas and saw the origin of 
castes in the intermixture through marriage of the members 
of the four varnas. Neither group related what they must 
have known was the structure of the society on the ground to 
their knowledge of the society derived from textual study 
and discussions with learned Brahmans. There was little 
attempt on the part of either to fit the facts of political orga- 
nization, land tenure, the actual functioning of the legal 
system or the commercial structure into their picture of the 
society derived from the texts. Both the orientalists and the 
missionaries agreed that Hinduism as practised within the 
realm of their observation in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries was filled with ‘superstition’ and 
‘abuses’ and that by and large the Hindus were debased and 
licentious. Their major differences lay in that the orientalists 
admired in theory the civilization and religion embodied in 
the texts and saw the difficulties of Indian society as being a 
fall from a golden age. The missionaries saw the society and 
culture as always having been corrupt, pernicious, and filled 
with absurdities. 
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The differences in view of the missionary and orientalist 
were related to their respective social backgrounds and their 
occupational roles in India. The orientalists tended to be 
better educated and from the upper classes of Great Britain; 
some, as Sir William Jones, were trained as scholars before 
their arrival in India and they wanted to treat Sanskrit and 
Persian learning with the same methods and respect as one 
would treat European learning. Their general political and 
social stance was conservative in that they accepted the status 
quo. They saw stability and order in the theory of caste. 
William Robertson, one of the Scottish moral philosoph- 
ers, who, although not a Sanskrit or Persian scholar, was a 
disseminator of early studies of Indian tradition, argued: 


The object of the first Indian legislators was to employ the most 
effectual means of providing for the subsistence, the security, 
and happiness of all the members of the community over which 
they presided. With this view, they set apart certain races of men 
for each of the various professions and arts necessary in a well 
ordered society, and appointed the exercise of them to be 
transmitted from father to son in succession. ... To this early 
division of the people into caste, we must likewise ascribe a 
striking peculiarity in the state of India; the permanence of its 
institutions, and the immutability in the manners of its inhabit- 
ants. What now is in India, always was there, and is likely still to 
continue: neither the ferocious violence and illiberal fanaticism of 
its Mahomedan conquerors, nor the power of its European masters, 
have effected any considerable alteration. The same distinctions 
of condition take place, the same arrangements in civil and 
domestic society remain, the same maxims of religion are held in 
veneration, the same sciences and arts are cultivated.7° 


Many of the orientalists in India were concerned with judi- 
cial affairs of the East India Company, as were Halhed, Jones, 
and Colebrooke. In their role as judges they were confronted 
with Indians who by the nature of court action appeared to be 
litigious, purveyors of false testimony, dishonest, and cheats. 
On the other hand they were studying Sanskrit legal treatises 
with pundits and were impressed with the learning and 
sophistication of Hindu law. They were trying to apply 
Hindu law to the cases they were hearing on the grounds that 
Indians would be best governed under their own law rather 
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than under imported British law. The gap between the way 
Indians behaved in the courts and what the ‘orientalist’ judges 
believed was the law and the theory of the society was seen as 
a fall from an older and better state of society caused by the 
intervention of foreign rules, Muslim and European. 

The missionaries with much the same perceptions and 
information interpreted the situation differently because of 
their differences in background. They largely came, particu- 
larly the Baptist missionaries, from lower orders in British 
society; they were committed to reform of their own society 
as well as of Indian society, and they were concerned with 
changing India rather than with maintaining the status quo. 


THE GROWTH OF AN EMPIRICAL KNOWLEDGE OF THE 
STRUCTURE AND FUNCTIONING OF INDIAN SOCIETY 


The period 1757 to 1785 was a time in which the officials of 
the East India Company in Bengal had to develop an admi- 
nistrative system capable of maintaining law and order and 
producing in a regular fashion income to support the 
administrative, military, and commercial activities of the 
company and to provide a profit for its owners. Through this 
period the company officials had to learn from scratch a great 
deal about India, Indians, and how they had been governed. 
The assessment and regular collection of land revenue, it 
became clear by Warren Hasting’s time, required considerable 
detailed knowledge of theystructure of Indian society. As the 
East India Company in Madras, in Maharashtra, and in upper 
India came into contact with and had to establish relations 
with a wide range of states, a knowledge of Indian political 
history and a working knowledge of the internal political 
structure of Indian states became a necessity. 

Persistently, inquiries into the nature of land tenure in 
Bengal were made, and collections of documents and records 
of previous rulers were assembled to determine what rights 
and duties various persons connected with the production of 
agricultural products had. Although it is clear that many of 
the efforts to learn the nature of Bengal rural society were 
confused and incomplete, none the less there were an increas- 
ing number of officials like James Grant and John Shore, who 
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from documents and firsthand experience had considerable 
knowledge of the actual functioning of Bengali society. The 
misunderstandings leading to permanent settlement were as 
much a function of philosophical and social conceptions 
about the general nature of society and polity and the goals 
of British policy as they were a misunderstanding of the 
complicated facts of Bengali social structure. * 

In addition to the duties which some British officials had to 
perform in collecting and studying information about Indian 
rural society, some British, official and non-official, out of 
interest and curiosity began to study and write on Indian 
society from first-hand observation in relatively objective 
fashion. William Tennant, a military chaplain, wrote a two- 
volume work, Indian Recreations: Consisting Chiefly of 
Strictures on the Domestic and Rural Economy of the Mahommedans 
and Hindoos, originally published in Edinburgh in 1804, 
which contains a collection of careful observations of agri-~ 
cultural practices in upper India (see vol. 2). Tennant’s goal 
was to instruct himself about the ‘condition of a numerous 
people, living in a state of society and manners to me almost 
entirely new’.?” His information was based on personal 
observation, ‘conversations and writings of several intelli- 
gent natives of India, both Mussulmans and Hindoos’, and 
‘oral conversation with the most intelligent of the Honour- 
able Company’s civil and military servants’.*® In short, he 
applied the techniques which were typical of the earliest 
generation of anthropologists down to the beginning of 
the twentieth century: observation and interviews with key 
native informants and knowledgeable Europeans. Tennant 
describes a particular village, thirty-six miles from Banaras, 
of about a thousand acres and a population of a thousand. 
He briefly mentions the crops and the methods of cultivation 
and also gives a brief description of the oceupations of the 


* For an excellent discussion of the relationship of eighteenth-century 
European social and economic theory to British revenue policy in Bengal, 
see Ranajit Guha, A Rule of Property for Bengal: An Essay on the Idea of Perma- 
nent Settlement, Paris, 1963. For a full discussion of the development of the 
policies and the growth of empirical knowledge of Bengali land system, see 
Walter K. Firminger, Introduction to The Fifth Report . . . on the Affairs of 
the East India Company . . . 1812, vol. 1, Calcutta, 1917. 
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principal villagers. In addition to the zamindar, the patwari, 
and the Byah (grain weigher), he describes the carpenters, 
blacksmith, washermen, barbers, potters, Chamars, Ahirs, 
barhi (leaf plate maker), bhat (genealogist), shepherds, and 
the Brahman of the village. Tennant notes that the most 
numerous occupation (by implication irrespective of caste) is 
that of plowmen, of whom there were about 100 in the village, 
who received five seers of grain a day and one rupee for each 
of two annual plowing seasons.”? 

‘Another example of careful description of rural society in 
relation to agriculture was provided by H. T. Colebrooke 
(1806), one of the early Sanskrit scholars. It is interesting that 
Colebrooke wrote Remarks on the Husbandry and Internal 
Commerce of Bengal before he was far along in the learning of 
Sanskrit. His work combines statistical material and summaries 
of official reports with his own observations and provides a 
good general description of the cultivation of most of the 
commercial crops, cotton, indigo, sugar cane, and opium. 
Colebrooke believed that by and large Bengal was relatively 
prosperous and was capable of becoming even more so as 
agriculture developed and manufacturing increased. He was 
sure that the caste system and the religious systems were in 
no sense any bar to further development. After quoting an 
unnamed: author who argued that there was a hereditary 
prohibition on undertaking other than one’s father’s occupa- 
tion, and briefly summarizing the four-varna theory of caste, 
Colebrooke commented: 


In practice, little attention is paid to the limitations to which we 
have alluded; daily observation shows even Brahmens exercising 
the menial profession of a Sudra. We are aware that every caste 
forms itself into clubs or lodges, consisting of the several indi- 
viduals of that caste residing within a small distance; and that 
these clubs, or lodges, govern themselves by particular rules and 
customs, or by laws. But, though some restrictions and limita- 
tions, not founded on religious prejudice, are found among their 
by-laws, it may be received as a general maxim, that the occupa- 
tion, appointed for each tribe, is entitled merely to a preference. 
Every profession, with few exceptions, is open to every descrip- 
tion of persons; and the discouragement, arising from religious 
prejudices, is not greater than what exists in Great Britain from 
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the effects of Municipal and corporation laws. In Bengal, the 
numbers of people, actually willing to apply to any particular 
occupation, are sufficient for the unlimited extension of any 
manufacture. ° 


With the rapid expansion of the East India Company’s ter- 
ritories in the last decade of the eighteenth century, leading up 
to the final defeat of the Marathas in 1818, the British became 
increasingly aware of the bewildering variety of peoples, 
histories, political forms, systems of land tenure, and religious 
practices which were to be found in the subcontinent. The 
mid and late eighteenth century western myth of ‘an undiffe- 
rentiated Orient characterized by the rectilinear simplicity of 
its social structure, the immutability of its laws and customs, 
the primitive innocence of its people’*’ could not be sustained 
in the face of the experience that the Wellesley generation had 
in India. Through their direct experience, such as Munro’s in 
the land settlements in Salem District in Madras, Malcolm’s 
in his diplomatic duties in Mysore and with the Marathas, 
Tod’s in his diplomatic duties in Rajasthan, Elphinstone’s in 
his diplomatic and administrative duties in Maharashtra, as 
well as dozens of other officials, the British now began to 
have fairly deep if somewhat unsystematic knowledge of 
Indian society. Coincident with the relatively haphazard 
collection and ‘reporting of sociological information, usually 
embedded in revenue reports or in historical works, the 
company directly supported surveys, part of whose goal was 
acquisition of better and-mere-systematic information about 
the peoples of India. One of the earliest and most famous 
of these endeavours.to collect information was that of 
Dr Francis Buchanan. ` 

Buchanan—who tater in his life took his mother’s name, 
Hamilton, on the inheritance of her family’s estate in 
Scotland—was born in Scotland in 1762. He had an excellent 
education in Glasgow and Edinburgh and became a physi- 
cian; he apparently made several trips to India as an assistant 
surgeon on an East Indianman, and then in 1794 joined the 
East India Company’s service as an assistant surgeon.” He 
initially served in what is today East Pakistan and began early 
to collect and report on botanical and zoological specimens. 
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His work caught the attention of William Roxburgh, the 
great student of Indian botany. It was Roxburgh who recom- 
mended Buchanan to Lord Clive, Governor of Madras, and 
Lord Wellesley, the Governor General, when late in 1799 
they wanted a survey made of Mysore and the Company’s 
territories acquired after the Fourth Mysore War. Buchanan’s 
instructions from Wellesley were to collect information 
on agriculture, nature of tenures, natural products of the 
country, manufacturing, commerce, mines and quarries, and 
the climate. In addition, Wellesley said: ‘The condition of the 
inhabitants in general, .in regard to their food, clothing and 
habitations, will engage your particular attention. . . . The 
different sects and tribes of which the body of people is com- 
posed, will merit your observance; you will likewise note 
whatever may appear to you worthy of remark in their laws, 
customs, etc. . .’.°? Buchanan’s report was published as a 
diary, in which he notes under a particular date what he 
observed or was told about the wide range of topics he was 
sent to obtain information about. He was obviously a keen 
observer, and his descriptions of technology, historic sites 
and plants are excellent. He also obtained considerable data 
on what we would today call ethnographic accounts of the 
various castes, their subdivision, and occupations. Most of 
his information was obtained through interviewing members 
of various castes, and he is frequently careful in telling us of 
his sources and his guess as to their reliability. 

Buchanan’s great work, however, was his survey carried 
out on the orders of the court of director’s of the Company of 
7 January, 1807. They wanted a statistical survey of the coun- 
try, under the authority of the presidency of Bengal. If it had 
been completed it would cover what is today East and West 
Pakistan, parts of Orissa and Assam, most of present-day 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh exclusive of Oudh, and the Bundel- 
khand districts. Buchanan was engaged in this work for 
seven years and completed folio volumes of manuscript. The 
results of this work have never been completely published 
and were known in the nineteenth century largely from 
Robert Montgomery Martin’s editing of the materials, which 
are contained in The History, Antiquities, Topography, and 
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Statistics of Easten India . . . , published in three volumes in 
London in 1838. Martin’s volumes cover the northern part of 
Bengal, the Districts of Dinajpur and Rangpur, the southern 
part of Assam, and the portions of Bihar south of the Ganges, 
and Gorakhpur district in Uttar Pradesh. In the twentieth 
century the Bihar and Orissa Research Society and Bihar 
government undertook to edit and publish the full version of 
Buchanan’s reports which related to Bihar. In all, five 
volumes on four districts were published and, in addition, 
three volumes of Buchanan’s field journal which give his 
itinerary and incidental notes were also published. 

The Bihar materials differ greatly in quantity and quality 
from the Mysore survey of Buchanan. There are extensive 
Statistics on various aspects of the society, estimates of the 
number of houses classified by general types of persons who 
occupied them (that is, gentry, traders, artificer, and plow- 
man), health statistics, statistics on types of farm labourers, 
size of families, types of houses, attempts at statistically 
estimating standards of living and the numbers engaged in 
various trades and crafts in the cities and districts. In addition 
to the statistical material, there are extremely well-organized 
and detailed descriptions of education and land tenure, as 
well as normative descriptions af a wide range of customs. 
Buchanan organized his material under five main headings, 
Topography and Antiquities, The People, Natural Products, 
Agriculture, and Commerce, Arts, and Manufacturers. 
Under the heading “The People’ he discussed demography, 
his statistics usually being based on interviews with native 
officials and various registers, which he frequently spot- 
checked. He paid a great deal of attention to the standard of 
living of the people and constantly tried to measure income 
and consumption; he also gave materials on the form and 
content of education in the districts he covered. He described 
the various sects of the Hindus and Muslims found and their 
ritual and theological differences. His discussion of castes was 
weighted to description of their occupations. Much of what 
he wrote about the ethnography of Bihar was presented in 
comparison to Bengal, which apparently was more familiar 
to him and his readers. . . 
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Buchanan’s work in Bengal and Bihar was the forerunner of 
a continuing effort undertaken by the British in India to 
collect, collate, and publish for official as well as scholarly use 
detailed information about all aspects—physical, cultural, and 
sociological—of every district in India, which reached its 
high peak with the Imperial Gazetteer of India, published in 
the early twentieth century. The line of work stretches from 
Buchanan, through efforts in the 1840s to publish district 
manuals and histories, through the efforts of the 1870s such 
as the Statistical Account of Bengal, edited by Hunter, to the 
Provincial and Imperial Gazetteers of the early twentieth 
century. With the publication for the first time of the census of 
India on a systematic and all-India basis in 1872, a whole new 
body of material on Indian | society became available. And in 
North India, with the successive waves of revenue settle- 
ments which produced a great deal of material on the relation 
of people to the land and the organization of Indian rural 
society, an implicit view of the nature of Indian society and 
particularly the caste system began to emerge. 

The ‘official’ view of caste was very much related to how 
the British collected information about the caste system. In 
the first instance a caste was a ‘thing’, an entity which was 
concrete and measurable; above all it had definable charac- 
teristics—endogamy, commensality rules, fixed occupation, 
common ritual practices. These were things which suppo- 
sedly one could find out by sending assistants into the field 
with a questionnaire and which could be quantified for 
reports and surveys; or one could learn about the castes 
of a particular district by sitting on one’s horse or in the shade 
of the village banyan tree as the adjunct of one’s official duty. 
What was recorded could be collated so that the Lohars, 
or the Ahirs, or the Mahishyas, or the Okkaligas could 
be pigeonholed, and one could then go on to the next group 
to be described. This way of thinking about a particular caste 
was useful to the administrator, because it gave the illusion 
of knowing the people; he did not have to differentiate too 
much among individual Indians—a man was a Brahman, and 
Brahmans had certain characteristics. He was ‘conservative’. 
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His intelligence was ‘superior to that of any other Race’. ‘His 
chief fault has been extreme exclusiveness’.** ‘Not only could 
one know a ‘people’ by knowing their caste and what its 
customs and rules were; what one ‘knew’ could be reduced 
to hard facts. “The 1901 Census [of Bengal] found there 
were over 205 castes and tribes over 25,000 in population 
in Bihar and Orissa. In Bengal there were 450 groups from 
one to 22,000,000. Half of them did not have over 1,000 
members’.” India was seen as collection of castes; the par- 
ticular picture was different in any given time and place, but 
India was a sum of its parts and the parts were castes. 

The ‘official’ census-based view of caste therefore saw the 
system as one of separate castes and their customs. In order to 
understand caste one had to develop classifications to order 
the data. The most famous classification is H. H. Risley’s,* 
in which he reduced the 2000-odd castes which the census 
had found in India to seven types: tribal, functional and secta- 
rian; castes formed by crossing; national castes; castes formed 
by migration; and castes formed by changing customs. After 
the castes had been counted and classified and their customs 
and characteristics recorded, the gnawing question remaining 
was—why did this ‘caste’ exist; what were its origins? Here 
origins were taken not as a direct historical question. Unlike 
the early orientalists the ‘official’ ethnographers of caste, 
although they recognized the Brahmanical theory as embo- 
died in the texts, did not think the texts were documents in 
which could be traced the history of caste. By origin they 
rather meant a very broad functional question. Nesfield 
regarded caste as having its origin in the division of labour, 
and the occupation was the central determining-factor in the 
system. H. H. Risley argued for a racial origin of caste. 
Ibbetson saw the major impetus to the formation of caste in 
‘tribal origins’. Crooke and others came out for more eclectic 
theories of origin. This eclecticism reaches its final form with 
the last of the British official ethnographers and census com- 
missioners, J. H. Hutton. He compiled a list of fourteen 

‘more obvious factors which have been indicated as probably 
contributing to the emergence and development of the caste 
system’.>” 

The administrative-official view of caste not only was an 
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outgrowth of the way in which information was collected 
but also reflected anthropological interests and theories of the 
period 1870—1910. The reflection of contemporary anthropo- 
logical theory can be seen both in the general theoretical books 
written about the caste system and in the data assembled and 
classified for the series of provincial ‘tribes and castes’ books, 
for example W. Crooke’s The Tribes and Castes of the North- 
Western Provinces and Oudh, published in four volumes in 
Calcutta in 1896. In the accounts given of the castes, which 
are alphabetically arranged, a good deal of space is devoted to 
‘marriage rules’ and subdivisions of the caste, usually termed 
exogamous sections, which are listed by name with customs 
of particular sections, for example whether they worship a 
particular deity or have a distinctive marriage ceremony. 
There are descriptions of life-cycle rites for most castes. If 
any mythological origin stories are known about the caste or 
the exogamous sections, these are recorded as well. There is 
usually a brief description of the occupation traditionally 
followed by the caste. Statistics on the geographic distribution 
of the caste and its major sections taken from the 1891 census 
are presented in tabular form. 

The data and their organization implicitly reflect the work 
of Morgan, McLennan, Lubbock, Tylor, Starcke, and Frazer. 
These men were concerned with the use of ‘customs’—for 
example, marriage by capture, polyandry, or the levirate—to 
infer something about the origin of culture or, as they termed 
it, ‘civilization’. Similarly, religious practices were utilized 
as disparate bits of information to develop stages of the 
development of religion. The ‘customs’ were reported and 
studied out of their contexts as hard facts which could be 
compared and classified as to the stage of development. The 
compilers of the handbooks and gazetteers, the recorders of 
the proverbs, myths, and practices reported in Panjab Notes and 
Queries or in North Indian Notes and Queries were contributing 
not only to an antiquarian interest in Indian society but to the 
eventual solution of general anthropological problems. 

In 1901 an official effort was made to establish an-ethno- 
graphic survey of India which would develop as part of the 
census of 1901. The expense and effort connected with the 
ethnographic survey were justified on the following grounds: 
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‘It has come to be recognized . . . that India is a vast store 
house of social and physical data which only need .be 
recorded in order to contribute to the solution of the problems 
which are being approached in Europe with the aid of mate- 
rial much of which is inferior in quality to the facts readily 
accessible in India’.*® The need to collect this ethnographic 
information was considered pressing because the ‘primitive 
beliefs and usages in India’ would be completely destroyed 
or transformed, another late Victorian justification for 
ethnography. Finally, the survey was justified on the grounds 
that ‘for purposes of legislation, of judicial procedure, of 
famine relief, of sanitation and dealings with epidemic 
disease, and almost every form of executive action, an eth- 
nographic survey of India and a record of the customs of 
the people is as necessary an incident of good administration 
as a cadastral survey of the land and a record of rights of 
its tenants’.°? One cannot help but wonder what use knowledge 
of marriage customs or a cephalic index would be to an 
administrator. . 
The final question connected with the ‘official’ view of 
caste was what effect it had on Indian society. The history 
of British rule in India is to some extent to be seen in the un- 
anticipated consequence of its actions. With the recent 
increasing work on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century social 
history, for example, the work of Ronald Inden on Bengali 
Kayasthas and Brahmans, Karen Leonard’s work on Hyderaba- 
di Kayasthas, and Robert Hardgrave’s work on South Indian 
Nadars, a much different view of caste and the caste system 
is beginning to emerge. In some castes in the nineteenth 
century the effective unit, as in many rural areas today, was 
the endogamous unit, not the exogamous unit, which the 
administrators thought of as the effective unit in the system. 
Through changes brought about by literacy, aspirations for 
upward mobility, and new geographic and occupational mobi- 
lity, the endogamous unit began to take on a wider importance. 
In the urban environment or in the modernized segment of 
the society, Indians increasingly identified themselves with 
endogamous groups and with the caste name ‘Brahman’, 
‘Kayasthas’, ‘Nadar’, etc. In this process of change the census, 
the constant need for government applications to identify 
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oneself by caste, the application of varying law to different 
castes, all seemed to have played a part. 

In the census of 1901 H. H. Risley, who was census super- 
intendent, classified castes on the basis of ‘social precedence 
as recognized by native public opinion’. Risley argued that 
although this turned out to be very troublesome in terms of 
the amount of argument and petitions submitted by Indians 
claiming different status than had been granted by the pro- 
vincial census commissioners, it indicated that this indeed 
was a successful classification. Risley also noted that most of 
the petitions were in English, indicating that the educated 
classes were still very much within the caste system.*! The 
question remains, however, of what was cause and what was 
effect. Did the notion of social precedence on a provincial 
basis, the enshrining of the categorical level of the caste 
system as against any real social grouping known in the earlier 
part of the nineteenth century, in effect create that level? The 
answer, of course, is not a simple one. The census operations 
were only one of many changes affecting Indian society at 
the time. The changes which were being simultaneously 
recognized included the caste sabha movements, expansion of 
marriage networks, establishment of caste hostels at colleges, 
as well as the petitioning of census commissioners for 
changes in rank accorded a caste in the census tables. 


The Village ‘View’ of Indian Society 


In the early nineteenth century another ‘official view of Indian 
society developed alongside of and to a surprising extent 
not articulated with the official view of caste. This view was 
that India was a land of ‘village republics’, of self-sufficient 
corporately organized villages. Professor Dumont has 
recently traced the development of the concept of the ‘village 
community’.*? Dumont sees three connected but successive 
meanings in the term ‘village community’. In the first phase 
the village community is seen by British writers as primarily 
a political society, in the second phase as a body of co-owners 
of the soil, while in the third phase it becomes to Indians the 
emblem of traditional economy and polity, ‘a watch word of 
Indian patriotism’. Two documents contain the basic ideas 
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and descriptions of the Indian village community, the Fifth 
Report of 1812 and Charles Metcalfe’s minutes on the village 
of Delhi of 1830. 

Although there is some variation in detail, through time 
the village community had certain unchanging compo- 
nents.*> The village consists of a body of co-sharers of the 
land and of its produce. It is not too clear if this included 
everyone in the village or just the dominant landholding 
group. This group made all decisions relevant to the village, 
social and economic. In the South this group is represented 
by a headman. Decisions for and by the village are made in 
council (the panchayat). The economy of the village is self- 
sufficient, both in producing what it needs and thus needing 
little from the outside and in having all the crafts and services 
necessary for the functioning of the village economy. The 
village is relatively unconnected to other villages or other 
higher levels in the political system except that taxes are 
extracted by the government from the village. The village 
has existed in this form in unchanging fashion ‘from the days 
of Menu’,* or, in the famous terms of Metcalfe: ‘They [the 
village communities] seem to last when nothing else lasts. 
Dynasty after dynasty tumbles down; revolution succeeds 
to revolution; Hindu, Pathan, Mughal, Mahratta, Sikh, 
English, are masters in turn; but the village communities re- 
main the same’.*” 

In the middle of the nineteenth century Marx and Maine 
accepted the basic assumptions and the idea of the village 
community, and it was incorporated into general social and 
economic theory of the later nineteenth century. R. C. 
Dutt’s important work, Economic History of India, originally 
published in 1902, seems to have been one of the principal 
sources used by twentieth-century scholars, publicists, and 
politicians for the continuation of the myth of the Indian 
village community, which became central to the Indian 
nationalists’ view of their past. In this view India was both 
economically well off in the pre-modern period and reason- 
ably democratically governed at the village level, and it was 
the evils of British imperial rule which turned India from this 
idyllic state into the stagnated rural economy dominated by 
moneylenders and rapacious landlords. 
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B. H. Baden-Powell’s massive compilation, The Land 
Systems of British India, published in three volumes by Oxford 
University Press in 1892, may be seen as the culmination of 
the empirical study of the social structure of rural India which 
grew out of the more than 100 years of British experience 
with attempting to assess and collect land revenue. In this 
work Baden-Powell gives a region-by-region summary of the 
leading legislation affecting land tenures in relation to the im- 
mediate history of the regions at the time of their acquisition 
by the British. He then tries to trace the general effectiveness 
of the land tenure legislation in terms of the collection of 
the revenue, discusses the protection of rights of various 
groups who were on the land during the nineteenth century, 
and makes passing reference to effects of British legislation 
on the distribution of land. Baden-Powell’s work is based 
on a close study of the land revenue regulations, annual and 
special government reports, the settlement reports, and the 
district gazetteers and manuals. He rightly argues that the 
empirical basis for a study of rural India had greatly expanded 
in the twenty years since 1870, when Maine had published his 
Village Communities East and West.*® 

Baden-Powell’s The Land Systems of British India was not 
júst a compilation of data but contained a series of arguments 
about the nature of Indian village communities in relation to 
the state. Baden-Powell recognized in general that there were 
two claims on the produce of the soil, the state’s and the land- 
holder’s. He postulated that the government derived its 
revenue ‘by taking a share of the actual grain heap on the 
threshing floor from each holding’.*? In order to collect this 
share a wide range of offices and intermediaries between the 
grain heap and the state developed through time. These were 
headmen and accountants recognized or appointed by the 
government, local and district officials, and other revenue 
officials of the state. Often these officials were remunerated 
by the land grants, which were turned into permanent here- 
ditary holdings, and at later stages revenue farmers converted 
their contracts to pay the land revenue into ‘ownership’ of the 
land. In addition, rights over the land were established by 
conquest. Under this level of the system, that established by 
the government and conquest, existed the village, which was 
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the result of a ‘natural instinct’. 

Baden-Powell strongly disagreed with Maine, who saw 
only one type of Indian village, by arguing that there are 
two types of villages which were distinct in their origin. One 
type was variously called ‘ryotwari’ or non-landlord, or 
‘severalty.’°' In this type of village the cultivators did not 
have any right as a joint or corporate body to the whole 
estate. ‘The land [estate] is divided amongst themselves and 
each man owns his own holding, which he has bought, 
inherited or cleared from the jungle. The holders are not jointly 
responsible to the state for revenue or other obligations’.°” 
This kind of holding, according to Baden-Powell, was closely 
connected with ideas and government. It was found in 
Madras, the central provinces, and Bombay. It originated, 
according to Baden-Powell, in Aryan times when a chief or 
raja was political leader and had no claim as a landlord but did 
have the right to grant to individuals the right to settle on 
waste land.°” The other type of village is termed by Baden- 
Powell a ‘landlord’ or ‘joint’ village. In these villages there is 
‘a strong joint body, probably descended from a single head, 
or single family, which has pretensions to be of higher caste 
and superior title to the “tenants” who live on the estate 

. -54 Those who live and work in the village do so only by 
permission from the joint landholding body. This type was 
found in Uttar Pradesh and the Punjab. It took its origins 
from the break-up of raja’s estates, grants made to courtiers 
by rajas, the conversion of land grants to revenue officials 
into a patrimony, the development of revenue farmers into 
landowners and ‘from the original establishment of special 
clans and families of associated bands of village farmers and 
colonists in comparatively later times’ .°> 

Baden-Powell combined what he thought of as direct 
history with evolutionary stages in the development of pro- 
perty, from a tribal stage in which land was held by a tribe, 
to family property, to individual property. The logic of 
the stages does not mesh with Baden-Powell’s broad-scale 
history, as private property is found amongst the ryotwari 
villages, which derive from an earlier period i in India history 
than do the joint or landlord villages, in woe property is 
held by families or lineages. 
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Even though Baden-Powell thought of himself as attacking 
Maine, his arguments are of the same type as Maine’s and 
lead in the same direction. The Victorian students of the Indian 
village were interested in the village as a type from which 
they could infer evolutionary stages and which could be used 
to compare similar developments or stages in other parts of 
the world. For the administrator the types and classifications 
of villages had the same kind of advantage that the official 
view of caste had: they reduced the need for specific know- 
ledge. One could act in terms of categories. Latently, the 
categorical or conceptual thinking about villages directed 
attention away from internal politics in villages and from 
questions of the nature of actual social relations, of the dis- 
tribution of wealth, of what was happening to agricultural 
production; in short the Victorians were not concerned with 
what the actual conditions of life in the villages were but with 
general theoretical questions derived from social theory of 
the day. 


STUDY OF THE INDIAN VILLAGE IN THE FIRST HALF OF 
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 


In the later decades of the nineteenth century the British 
government became increasingly aware that there were 
widespread difficulties in the rural economy of India. The 
most obvious and tragic indicator of trouble were the famines, 
which appeared to.be increasing in number, spread, and inten- 
sity. The Famine Commission of 1901 estimated there were 
twelve famines and four severe scarcities in the period 1765 to 
1858. In the next fifty years famine or scarcity prevailed in 
one or another part of India, in twenty out of fifty years. 
There were widespread peasant riots in the Deccan in 1875.57 
In the Punjab the British officials became increasingly 
concerned with what they thought of as the alienation of 
land from peasants to moneylenders.** The famines, the riots, 
and the concerns over Jand alienation, as well as continuing 
concerns with tenancy legislation, resulted in a spate of 
official investigations by special commissions (for a listing 
see the bibliographies of Bhatia, Catanach, and Barrier). 

The investigations accumulated extensive and important 
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information, often of statistical nature, about rural India and 
recommended wide-scale administrative and legislative 
changes directed to correcting the faults or difficulties un- 
covered. The remedial action, whether it was aimed at securing 
better rights for tenants or protecting small landholders from 
moneylenders, or recommending co-operative societies or 
irrigation works, once again sent officials into the country- 
side to investigate local economie conditions. The methods 
adopted and the length of time spent in investigation of speci- 
fic local conditions led to superficial results and were tied to 
the immediate political or administrative concerns which, 
once solved in the form of legislation or an administrative 
recommendation for action, were largely forgotten until the 
next crisis. The tendency in the reports and in the use made 
of the data by Indian and British critics was to aggregate the 
statistics and findings of specific studies, so that attention was 
directed to macro-economic and social problems. Once 
again, although some knowledge was accumulated, the actual 
working on the ground of the economic and social system 
was ignored. 

In the early twentieth century Dr Harold H. Mann, prin- 
cipal of the College of Agriculture at Poona, was responsible 
for directing two studies of the actual functioning of village 
economies in the Deccan.’ In these studies Mann and his 
collaborators wanted to collect data on ‘numerous economic 
and economic agricultural questions’ by the ‘close study of a 
single village’. The table of contents of the two studies gives 
a good summary of the topics covered in the surveys: physical 
features of the village (rainfall, geology, soil, etc.); the land and 
its divisions (tenures, history of land revenue, landholdings); 
vegetation, crops, and cultivation (all the crops are noted 
with brief descriptions of methods of cultivation, amount of 
village land under the crops, value, etc.); agricultural stock 
of the village (number and kinds of animals and value); the 
people of the village (brief descriptions of the castes, their 
activities, and extensive discussion of their income and ex- 
penditures). Mann’s assistants collected data by interviewing 
and observing over relatively long periods in the village and 
by a study of village records. According to Walter Neale, 
although questionnaires were used in the Mann surveys of 
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the Deccan villages, much more reliance was placed on direct 
observation and the actual measurement by his assistants of 
all inputs and outputs in the village, ‘so that there was no 
dependence on the respondents’ memory or willingness to 
tell the truth. Dr. Mann’s survey quite literally took over 
and “‘laid bare” the village and its life’.*! 

The rigour of Mann’s study was rarely achieved in the 
subsequent village surveys done for other villages and small 
regions in India.* Even if their statistics were found to be 
unreliable and not comparable, the surveys did give in graphic 
fashion a detailed picture of the functioning of the village 
economies. Few, however, related the economies to social 
structure in any direct fashion. Two notable exceptions to 
this generalization are William Wiser, The Hindu Jajmani 
System (Lucknow, 1936), and S. S. Nehru, Caste and Credit in 
the Rural Area (Calcutta, 1932). In both these studies the authors 
related the social and political structure of villages to the 
distribution of wealth and income and were able to point out 
in a way that village surveys could show the dynamic relations 
between the organization of local societies and the function- 
ing of the economy. 


THE ETHNOGRAPHIC TRADITION IN THE EARLY 
TWENTIETH CENTURY 


The census operations of the twentieth century continued to 
have an ethnographic and physical anthropological compo- 
nent. The emphasis on race and physical anthropology of the 
1901 census was repeated in 1931 when B. S. Guha directed 
an extensive study of physical types in India as part of the 
census. British officials connected with the census operations 
continued to produce books on the caste system as a result of 
their work on the census, notably L. S. S. O’Malley, 
E. A. H. Blunt, and J. H. Hutton. However, the major 
development in the first forty years of the twentieth century 


* Fora listing of the important surveys, see Neale, ‘The Limitations of In- 
dian Village Survey Data’, Journal of Asian Studies, vol. 17, no. 3, 1958, note 
3; the most ambitious set of village surveys was that carried out by the Board 
of Economic Inquiry, Punjab, under the general title of Punjab Village 
Surveys. 
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anthropologically did not concern the bulk of the Indian 
population, as did nineteenth-century proto-anthropological 
studies, but concentrated on the tribal populations of India. 

Some ethnographic study was done in the north-east of 
India under government auspices, by Hutton, Mills, and 
Hodson, who produced as government ethnographers exten- 
sive accounts of major Naga tribes. In the period before World 
War I, with some government encouragement, Seligman did 
a study of Vedda of Ceylon, Rivers did his famous study of 
the Todas, and Radcliffe-Brown his study of the Andaman 
Islanders. Grigson, an official assigned as a resident in Cen- 
tral India, studied the Gonds, and Furer-Haimendorf, sup- 
ported by the Hyderabad government, studied tribal peoples 
in Hyderabad. The most active ethnographer of the period 
was a civilian, Saat Chandra Roy, who carried out a series of 
important studies in Chota Nagpur on the tribals of that region. 
It was through Roy’s energy and skill that Man in India was 
founded and thrived. Verrier Elwin, whose career encompas- 
sed work as a missionary and a Gandhian worker, also carried 
out important work amongst the tribals of Central India. 
A. A. Aiyappan was the main exception to the generalization 
that professional anthropologists studied tribal peoples. 
Aiyappan, a student of Malinowski, carried out two impor- 
tant functionalist-oriented studies of castes in South India, 
the Nayadis and the Izhavas. In addition to their ethno- 
graphic importance, both studies paid close attention to 
social change in relation to the status and structure of the 
castes studied. 


CONCLUSIONS 


By the 1940s the study of Indian society cumulatively had 
the following components: (1) a broad-scale humanistically - 
Oriented tradition which emphasized the relationship 
between textual studies and a static model of contemporary 
Indian society; (2) an administrative tradition centered on the. 
census for the study of caste which sought to see Indian 
society as a collection of discrete entities whose traditions and 
customs could be classified and studied; (3) a tradition of- 
economic study which sought to describe the working of: 
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village economies, with some attention to the social structure 
of villages; (4) an anthropological tradition centred on the study 
of tribal peoples; and (5) an historical administrative strain 
which centred on the general theory of village organization in 
a broad comparative framework, but without an intensive 
ethnographic base. 

One can go back to the eighteenth century and trace in a 
rough chronological fashion a changing view of Indian society 
as it relates to the two major institutions which contem- 
porary students of Indian society concern themselves with— 
caste and village. Caste, which is a European word, has for 
the last 200 years been used to circumscribe analytically four 
distinct components of the social system of India, two 
structural and two cultural. The orientalist view of the caste 
system emphasized the broadest ideological category of the 
system of the varnas, which functionally provides the partici- 
pants in the system with a very general explanation and a 
very rough set of categories to account for the hierarchy of 
castes. The varna categories in the last 100 years, with height- 
ened opportunity for social mobility, may be taking on new 
meanings for the actors in the system. In addition to the 
varna categories, the system contains jat categories, which are 
also cultural. A jat is a named group usually spread over 
a wide territory roughly occupying vis-s-vis other such 
categories the same position in the caste hierarchy of a region. 
Members of a jat roughly have the same traditional occupa- 
tion and may have some rituals and myths in common. The 
jat has no structural reality in terms of corporate activities nor 
does it directly affect the behaviour of those who are classi- 
fied in the category. In the last fifty years or so, however, for 
political and educational purposes there have been efforts to 
mobilize people around the cultural category of their jats. It 
was the jat which the administrative view of caste saw as one 
of the major parts of the system, and much of the data 
collected and published by the administrators related to the 
jat category or level of the system. A jat is still what is meant 
when someone uses the word ‘caste’. 

Jats are composed of groups of people who are by kinship 
and marriage tied into endogamous sections, often named, 
with deities, rituals; myths, and stories in common and 
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usually localized. In a very few instances they have formal 
headmen and temples, and may have accepted rules of 
behaviour which can be enforced by the headmen. In North 
Indian terminology these units are called jatis, and in English 
they are usually referred to as subcastes. The administrators 
were aware of this level of the system and tried, generally 
unsuccessfully, to collect data about them. When after World 
War II social and cultural anthropologists began to do inten- 
sive field work in villages, they concentrated in their study 
of caste system on the lowest level of the system, the exo- 
gamous section, which in eastern Uttar Pradesh are called 
birddaris (brotherhoods). A biradan is a social group made up 
of males who believe they are descended from a common male 
ancestor: they are brothers. They occupy a known territory, 
a village or a group of villages usually of very limited range. 
Frequently there are headmen, common property, and effec- 
tive means for controlling the behaviour of members of the 
brotherhood. This grouping is exogamous. When one talks 
of caste ranking, intercaste relations in a village, vote banks 
in a caste, in fact almost any face-to-face actions in the rural 
social system in terms of caste, it is the brotherhood that is 
being talked about. 

One way of looking at the history of the study of caste is as 
a history of the discovery of the levels of the system. This 
discovery is very much tied to the methods of study and pre- 
suppositions of those doing the study. In the Dharmashastras 
and Vedas studied by the orientalists one finds varnas. If 
one sends out assistants and surveys with questionnaires, as 
did the administrators, one finds jats, and jatis; if one does 
long-term, intensive fieldwork in one place, one finds bro- 
therhoods. 

The history of the study of the Indian village in an effective 
fashion began with the intensive survey work connected with 
British attempts to collect land revenue in the late eighteenth 
century. Paradoxically, the British began with collecting an 
extensive amount of detail about the structure of landholding 
in particular regions, for example the Baramahals and the 
villages of Delhi. In order to make sense of these data, categor- 
ies were developed and a theory of the Indian village emerged 
into which further observations continued to be compressed. 
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Through the nineteenth century, both comparatively in 
terms of reconstructions of European village histories 
(Maine) and through more knowledge about Indian villages 
(Baden-Powell), the categories were refined. With the twen- 
tieth century and growing concern over the Indian economy 
on the part of the British officials and Indians, further 
development of the theory of the Indian village was ignored 
in favour of intensive empirical studies of the economy of 
the villages. 

- By the end of World War II, with extensive changes in the 
methods, theories, and subject matter of social anthropolo- 
gy, the independence of India, and wider availability in India, 
Great Britain, and the United States of funds for extensive 
fieldwork, the stage was set for a new view of Indian society 
to emerge. Consciously or unconsciously much of the 
research in the period 1945 to 1955 by social and cultural 
anthropologists was based on the assumptions developed 
over the previous 200 years as reflected by the anthropological 
thinking which developed during the 1930s and 1940s. 

These assumptions and methods can be summarized briefly. 
Anthropologists study isolated or circumscribed systems; 
such systems in India can be found in villages, in the self- 
sufficient Indian village community of Munro, Metcalfe, 
Maine, and Baden-Powell. The anthropologist’s madel of 
change is based on the assumption of a baseline or zero point 
of change. There was a time, anthropologists argue, when 
the systems we want to study were stable or static, and the 
anthropologist studies change by studying what happened 
from the postulated period of stability. In India this was to be 
found in villages where ‘traditional India’ existed. This is the 
orientalist’s assumption of the unchanging character of Indian 
civilization. Caste is the central institution of rural Indian 
society; it governs behaviour and values. This is the official 
view of caste as a ‘thing’, as a set of attributes. The way you 
study Caste is to observe it in action and ask people about it. 

e first publication in 1955 of two collections reporting 
the results of the ‘first round’ of modern fieldwork in India, 
India’s Villages and Village India, reveals the shock of recogni- 
tion that great correction was needed both in the anthropo- 
logist’s assumptions about India derived from the traditions 
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of study of India and in the transfer of interests in particular 
subject matter, methods, and theories from social and 
cultural anthropology as it existed in the late forties. The 
two collections also indicate the beginning of the new direc- 
tions which anthropologists concerned with the study of In- 
dia would travel in. 
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Is There a New Indian History? 
Society and Social 
Change Under the Raj* 


TRENDS AND PROBLEMS 


The past decade has shown a remarkable increase of interest 
in the study of the social and cultural history of India during 
the modern period.' In this essay I shall look at general 
methodological problems which historians are beginning to 
meet as they approach questions of what Indian society and 
culture were like during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen- 
turies and how they changed. The essay is less a review of the 
work done in the sense of an analysis of specific research find- 
ings than an attempt to focus on trends and on the kinds of 
problems which have to be solved before we can talk about a 
‘new’ social history of India. 


TWO OLDER MODES 


In historical studies the ‘new economic history’ represented 
one of the most important innovations of the 1960s. In much 
the same way I think that a ‘new social history’ will dominate 
historical studies in the 1970s. At least two older modes of 
social historical study can be isolated. One is the study of 
customs and manners, which is summed up in Trevelyan’s 


* This essay was first published in South Asian Review, volume 4, number 1, 
October 1970. 
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definition of social history as ‘history with the politics left 
out’. Those familiar with this kind of social history of South 
Asia recognize it as the chapters in general historical works on 
specific periods devoted to dress, manners, customs and the 
status of women, which come after the discussion of politics 
(king and courts), the military and the economy. In such 
chapters historians have tended to summarize what can be 
gleaned from texts and chronicles about ‘every-day life’, 
combined with remarks about caste and village life. Often, in 
works on ancient and medieval Indian history, the intent of 
the chapter was to prove that things were better at some 
point in the past than they are now, caste was more fluid, the 
status of women was higher or the society was more de- 
veloped. The statements that were made were normative and 
general and there was little attempt made to relate discussion 
about society and culture to other aspects of the study of the 
period. Conversely the military narrative and the description 
of political events of the period in these works was not related 
at all to the society. 

The work of Marc Bloch stands as the model of the second 
mode of social historical study.” Bloch’s work aimed ‘to 
analyse and explain social structure and its underlying prin- 
ciples’. He saw social structure in a total framework which 
included geography, ideas about space and time, the relations 
between men and men and between men and God, as well as 
the institutions of society of the period he was studying. 
Above all, Bloch’s work was characterized by a sense of the 
interconnection of ideas, behaviour and customs. He moved 
from the concrete actions of individuals and groups to ideology 
to generalizations of an analytical systematic sort about the 
social and cultural system. Bloch’s work has set a standard 
which social historians still strive to achieve. However, his 
methodology lacked a clear specification which has made true 
replication difficult. Hence, it did not lead to a cumulative 
development of method and theory. The type of tour de force 
represented by Bloch has its analogues in the study of Indian 
social history; for example, Irfan Habib’s Agrarian Systems 
of Mughal India, B. B. Misra’s The Indian Middle Classes and 
Anil Seal’s The Emergence of Indian Nationalism. Unconsci- 
ously perhaps, these authors partake of the grand design, the 
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reach for a total systematic description and analysis such as 
Bloch has done for feudalism and medieval French rural 
society. 


DISAGGREGATING THE DATA 


I think, though, that the new social history will differ, from 
both these earlier models of naive description of customs and 
manners and the study of total social systems, in a number of 
ways. The first emerging characteristic of the new social his- 
tory is its concern for the processes of disaggregation and 
reaggregation of data. In recent years it has been found that it 
is not sufficient merely to add up in an aggregate fashion the 
characteristics of various social categories, e.g. ‘the western 
educated’, ‘the Bhadralog’, ‘the displaced landlords’, or ‘the 
social reformers’, and assume that there has been a uniform 
process by which such groups or categories in the society 
have been formed and that this process can be inferred from a 
few characteristics of groups which can then be correlated 
with their social, economic and political behaviour. It has 
been found that it is not sufficient to add up the amount of 
land that Rajputs or Muslims were supposed to have lost at 
the establishment of British rule in a particular region in 
order to understand their social position vis-d-vis other 
groups. Some lineages of Rajputs gained land; some families 
of Muslim landlords went into public service and were able 
to convert their income back into landed status. This view of 
the process of internal change in the social structure can only 
be obtained by tracing in a disaggregated fashion the actual 
land transfers and the career patterns of individuals, families 
and groups. 


DIRECT CONNECTIONS 


In the study of the Bengal Renaissance it has been found to be 
insufficient merely to label Ram Mohun Roy and his follow- 
ers as modernists and Radha Kant Deb and his followers as 
conservatives and to assume that their ideological positions 
naturally flow from their status within the social structure. 
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S. N. Mukherjee has recently demonstrated that in addition 
to changes in the class system in early nineteenth century 
Calcutta, the persistence of ties based on dals or factions 
determined behaviour and ideas in relation to the great cultural 
issues being argued in Calcutta at that time.° Interestingly, 
this theme of the importance of direct ties organized around a 
leading individual and recognized as a special group within 
Bengali society was noted early by Leonard Gordon in his 
study of terrorism in the early twentieth century.‘ It is now 
being found in the study of élites in modern Indian history, as 
with élite recruitment elsewhere in the world, that it is not 
sufficient to state, for example, that since 70 per cent of 
students in English language schools in a region of India were 
of a particular caste category, e.g. brahmans or kayasthas, these 
categories in the society were the élite. It has become neces- 
sary to ask and answer a large number of more highly diffe- 
rentiated questions; e.g. what was the group from which 
they were drawn? Was it from a particular sub-region or 
from a particular group of families that the educated were 
drawn? The single characteristic of caste is not sufficient for 
an understanding of social mobility or access to new posi- 
tions. One wants to know direct connections, the economic 
status of families, the occupations of fathers, uncles and 
brothers, and the opportunity structure at particular times. 
This type of data can only be obtained on a disaggregated 
basis. | 

One of the sociological paradoxes that one faces in the 
contemporary as well as in the historical study of Indian 
society is that although status gradations within local systems 
are more rigid than in the fluid class systems of modern 
industrialized societies, social characteristics such as place of 
birth, residence, occupation, father’s occupation, religion 
and education are less good as predictors of individual and 
group behaviour than they are in industrialized society. 
Hence the social historian has had to adopt an approach 
which puts more emphasis on direct connection, face-to-face 
ties, kinship, mutual obligations and local residence for 
explanation than on the western sociologists’ concern with 
social characteristics of populations. 
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Should one pursue a research strategy which looks at Indian 
society as being like a modern industrialized society, with a 
class system in which membership in a class—or, correctly, > 
in a status group—is based upon characteristics such as 
education, occupation and religion; or should one see the 
society as one based on connection and direct ties? The ques- 
tion is crucial for a sociological understanding of the 
nationalist movement. Roughly, there would seem to be four 
approaches to the study of nationalism in South Asia, each 
of which rests on a different theory of the nature of Indian 
society and culture. 


1. The Arena of the Raj 


The first school or theory is the constitutional-evolutionary 
school. This school sees the nationalist movement and the 
achievement of independence as an outgrowth of constitu- 
tional change and the playing out of the ground rules of poli- 
tics established by the British government. It is based on a 
view of Indian society in which there is a natural élite which 
has gradually emerged from British-style educational institu- 
tions and from professional opportunities established by the 
conditions of British rule. In its more sophisticated version as 
worked out by Anthony Low and some of his associates, 
there is room for conflict within regions and across regions, 
and it recognizes that various social types within a region 
may have interests which are at odds with others—e.g. the 
large landlords and peasants, urban commercial types and 
the newly English educated—but the conflicts are seen as 
largely working out in the arenas provided by the Raj.> On 
the political side this analysis sees British gradualism and 
constitutionality working in a static or stable society in India. 
What changes did take place within Indian society were 
consonant with Indian traditions and have been gradual. 


2. The Drive for Preferment 


The second school might be labelled the preferment or con- 
spiracy school. In its older forms as originally propounded by 
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Chirol and Lovett, it was very crude and saw the nationalist 
movement merely as the expression of desire for place and 
preferment on the part of a few ‘wily natives’ who purported 
to speak for the masses of India but who really wanted more 
self-rule because they wanted more jobs and power for them- 
selves. Its later and more sophisticated version seems to 
underlie our fullest and best discussion of the early develop- 
ment of nationalism, Anil Seal’s The Emergence of Indian 
Nationalism.® Seal sees the western educated in a more diffe- 
rentiated sense than do earlier writers, such as Bruce McCully, 
who have covered some of the same ground. Seal sees a 
continuity of rivalry based on caste so that the drive for 
preferment was not so much a case of the western educated 
seeing themselves as a class in a caste society as it was of their 
using their education often to further pre-existing social and 
political ends long held by certain groups in the society. The 
difficulty in the argument at the sociological level is that Seal 
is forced to use the categories which were essentially given in 
the situation by the colonial rulers. Caste categories used by 
the British in taking censuses or in discussing policy are not 
at the functional level of the Indian social system, but rather 
are broad cultural categories, much shaped by the British 
themselves. Seal and his associates have somewhat confused 
what might be a modern social category for the traditional one. 


3. Intra-Regional Rivalries 


The third school and one related analytically to the prefer- 
ment conspiracy school might be called the regional school. 
Here the arena of nationalism is taken from the all-India level 
to the regional level. Nationalism is seen in its sociological 
ramifications, much like the Seal argument concerning the 
working out of old internal divisions, within regional 
societies. It is difficult to give due credit in as brief a review as 
this to the care and sophistication with which Eugene 
Irschick and John Broomfield, for example, deal with the 
complex process of the development of rivalry between 
brahman and non-brahman in Madras and Bhadralog and 
Muslim in Bengal.’ The regional school has the advantage of 
coming closer to the behavioural reality of the politics of 
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nationalism, but again, as at the all-India level, there would 
seem to be a conceptual difficulty in relation to the changing 
social facts in late nineteenth and early twentieth century 
India. Questions can be raised, if social categories such as 
Bhadralog or non-brahman really were more in the minds of 
the colonial rulers than they were in the minds of the Indian 
actors in the situation itself. Again, the question is: what 
were the ties and antagonisms on which the intra-regional 
politics of nationalism were based? It is clear from the work 
of Peter Reeves and Thomas Metcalf that in the UP categories 
such as zamindar and talukdar are too broad to encompass 
the complex reality of varying interests in the region and in 
terms of types and sizes of the landlords’ holdings. There is 
also the possibility that undue attention to the categories 
which British administrators used at the time masks the 
actual processes of social change which provide the dynamic 
in the political situation in the middle decades of the twen- 
tieth century. 


4. A Changed Class Structure 


The fourth school is the view which sees nationalism tied to 
the emergence of a new class structure. This school is most 
closely tied to western political and sociological assumptions 
in that it sees the emergence of a new class system with many 
of the attributes of the western middle classes as the prere- 
quisite to the rise of nationalism.® Although the proponents 
of this class change model differ in attributing the dynamic 
force in the situation—whether, as Misra argues, the rise of 
the middle class was a direct British importation, or, as 
Mukherjee argues, it was the introduction of the market eco- 
nomy which allowed a new élite to develop which adapted a 
traditional culture to the new social situation—all agree that 
the development of a new class system in India was the social 
dynamic in the rise of nationalism. 


TOWARDS A NEW MODEL 


The new views of the rise of nationalism, unlike pre-inde- 
pendence discussions, do much to try to tie political change 
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to social change. Certainly, the disaggregation of broad 
social categories is beginning to be done as more attention 
is paid to the mechanisms by which the mass mobilization 
characteristic of Indian politics in the post-1920 period 
come to be studied. What is increasingly needed is a more 
sophisticated model of the functioning of Indian society in the 
twentieth century which pays due attention to the contingent 
components of the Indian social and cultural system, which 
accepts the fact that Indians have multiple ties—to family, to 
lineage, to sub-caste, to their home locations, as well as to 
their identifications as educated, to their professional and 
economic interests and to their ideological and patriotic com- 
mitments. The question is: what ties, what identifications, 
what symbols do they call upon and respond to in what 
circumstances? The disaggregation of the sociology of the 
nationalist movement and its ideologies should not only lead 
to a set of disparate empirical findings but to a new model of 
how Indians tie themselves to each other and how these ties 
are expressed and symbolized. 


THE MECHANISMS OF CHANGE 


The second characteristic which the new social history has is 
that it seeks to account for the behaviour and changes in 
behaviour of the mass of people and to make a link between 
anonymous processes, such as urbanization, westernization 
and modernization, and the experience of men who have lived 
in the past. This has forced historians to look for the mechan- 
isms through which peoples’ lives and their thoughts have 
changed. David Kopf’s study of the College at Fort William 
and its relationship to the Bengal Renaissance points in the 
direction in which such studies may develop.” Kopf concen- 
trates on the British and Indians who were associated with the 
College from 1800 to the 1830s and deals not only with the 
question of the development of the content of Indian and 
British orientalist studies but with the development of the 
necessary institutional infrastructure which was the prerequisite 
for the intellectual changes we summarize in statements about 
the ‘modernization’ of traditional Indian thought. The need 
to produce teaching materials, the beginnings of printed books 
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and of newspapers, the beginnings of a book market, of 
libraries, the development of a kind of colleague-ship based 
on function rather than on ascribed characteristics, all 
of these Kopf explores and shows to be the necessary pre- 
requisites of ‘modernization’. In his book Kopf makes the 
link between the changes in thought of a small group in 
Calcutta and the development of an institutional network 
necessary to disseminate new ideas and shows how the channels 
of dissemination themselves helped to shape the ideas. 

John Leonard has begun to demonstrate how the develop- 
ment of mass politics coincided with a Telugu literary re- 
naissance to provide the basis for the development of modern 
Andhra.’° In his as yet unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 
Leonard shows how local literary and cultural societies and 
societies for social reform provided the context for leaders to 
develop new networks and to be socialized for modern political 
skills. Ellen McDonald Gumperz has shown in a series of 
papers how what was essentially an oral system of com- 
munication in the early nineteenth century, with a very 
limited extent, was transformed through a new educational 
system and new forms of communications—publishing, 
printing, and the building of new rail and road networks— 
into a communication system which reaches all over 
Maharashtra.'! In particular, Gumperz uses several models 
developed by Karl Deutch and Torsten Hagerstrand on the 
relationship between communication and the development of 
regional units. She is able to show with her work the 
mechanisms by which larger and larger groups are drawn 
into a common social and political unit, rather than to report 
merely that something has changed. 


IN SEARCH OF TESTABLE HYPOTHESES 


The third characteristic which the new social history will 
have is that it will be problem-oriented and will seek to 
develop testing procedures. It will not only be interested in the 
reconstruction of what happened in the past, with better 
documentation for reconstructions made. It is in problem 
selection and in the testing of hypothesis and theory that the 
new social history will be of necessity tied to social science. 
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Thus far, the nature of most social theory does not have the 
specificity that economic theory appeats to have. The tests 
established by the ‘new economic historians’, in the form of 
counterfactual propositions, seem beyond contemporary 
social historians not only of South Asia but of western societies 
as well. When social historians of South Asia begin to specify 
the hypothesis that they are testing and can also specify the 
variables with which they are dealing, then they can begin to 
develop adequate testing procedures. I know of no published 
studies which explicitly strive for this kind of model of his- 
torical research on South Asia and the best I can do to illustrate 
what this approach would involve is to set up a hypothetical 
case of how such research could be done. 


AN ILLUSTRATIVE CASE: RAJPUT INFANTICIDE 


In the late eighteenth century, British officials, notably 
Jonathan Duncan, became aware of the practice of female 
infanticide among some groups in North India. When Duncan 
was transferred to Bombay, he noted the presence amongst 
the Rajput in Gujarat of the same practice. Duncan and 
succeeding generations of British officials, driven by a strong 
sense of moral abhorrence to the practice, tried to eliminate 
female infanticide. It took the British government almost 100 
years to eliminate it from the time the practice was first noted 
in the 1780s. At first it was believed that all or most Rajputs 
practised female infanticide and that it was an expression of 
the basic Rajput ideology of social superiority that he would 
not, through giving his daughter to another Rajput, put him- 
self in a position of inferiority. The British in the early 
nineteenth century saw that infanticide was tied to the Rajput 
marriage system in which daughters were given to higher 
status groups, while in turn they took girls from lower Ra- 
jput clans to marry to their sons. 

Clearly, such a system could not work if all female chil- 
dren were killed since the Rajputs would not then be able to 
reproduce, there being no women to bear children. It was 
believed in the early nineteenth century that only certain clans 
practised female infanticide and. that these were the higher 
status Rajput clans, who could accept women but who could 
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not marry their daughters as this would then mean there 
were Rajputs of higher status than themselves. In the 1850s 
and 1860s, when careful local investigations of infanticide 
were carried out in the North-West Provinces, it turned out 
that the practice was not based on clans but on localized 
lineages, not only of Rajputs but sometimes of other landed 
groups such as Ahirs, Gujars and Jats, who also practised 
female infanticide. Through repressive police measures based 
on better birth registration and on intensive propaganda cam- 
paigns, the British had eliminated overt female infanticide by 
the end of the nineteenth century, and interest in the question 
dropped, both as a policy concern and in the sense of 
attempts to explain the practice in cultural and social terms. 

How can one explain the presence or absence of female 
infanticide amongst certain groups in North India? Why did 
some lineages of a particular Rajput clan practise female 
infanticide and not others? The place to start is with the speci- 
fication of the nature of Rajput marriage. Was it only women 
who were being given, or did the act of giving a daughter to 
one family and taking one from another have other meanings 
in relation to the social structure and have a cultural symbolic 
significance? What kind of ties, what obligations, rights and 
duties were established with a marriage? It is clear that Rajput 
marriage was an alliance. The giver was expected to offer de- 
ference in return for support. What kinds of payments had to 
be made in order to have another Rajput family accept a 
daughter? The higher the family into which one wanted to 
marry one’s daughter, the more dowry had to be paid. What 
benefits accrued from marrying one’s daughter higher than 
was the normal practice with a particular Rajput lineage? 
What happened if a family or a lineage could not keep up 
with the groups into which it wanted to marry its daughters 
and had to marry into groups which were lower than those 
into which it had formerly married? These would seem to be 
the questions which have to be answered. 


THE HYPOTHESIS SPECIFIED 


We need a clear specification of what marriage meant to the 
Rajputs in the North-Western Provinces of the time. The 
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hypothesis is that marriage was part of an alliance system by 
which mutual obligations were established, in which daugh- 
ters and dowries were exchanged for political and perhaps 
economic support. In addition, the ability to marry into a 
group ranked higher than one’s own helped to establish or 
maintain a social position vis-d-vis other Rajput groups. If the 
marriage is seen as an alliance and if the alliance also has great 
symbolic significance, then the question of who practised and 
who did not practise female infanticide becomes clearer. 
Some Rajput groups increased their control over land and 
other resources during the nineteenth century; others lost 
control over resources relative to other Rajput groups. For 
example, if a Rajput lineage was increasing in numbers in the 
nineteenth century and had a fixed land base which it could 
not increase through warfare, as was done before the estab- 
lishment of British rule, they were faced with a choice when it 
became necessary to marry their daughters. With a decreasing 
economic base, they did not have the resources necessary 
to pay the dowry to the groups to whom they normally 
married their daughters; hence, one choice was to marry into 
groups lower than those with whom they formerly allied 
themselves. This would confirm a drop in status. Infanticide 
provided an alternative to this choice. By killing their daugh- 
ters they did not have to enter into marriages with families 
and groups who were of lower status. Hence, the question of 
the distribution of infanticide must be tied to the question of 
economic resources and particularly of land resources. 


THE TESTS ESTABLISHED 


The problem can then be stated in operational terms. Mar- 
riage for certain landed groups in North India, particularly 
for Rajputs, was a means of establishing alliances between 
families and lineages. Through these alliances, in addition to 
material and political resources, status gradations within the 
social category of Rajput were established and maintained. 
Changes in the economic position of a family or lineage 
would entail changing alliances. As a family’s or a group’s 
wealth increased, it would seek to marry its daughters to 
families who would enable it to raise its status; a decline in 
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the economic resources of a family or lineage would necessi- 
tate its making marriages with groups or families of lower 
status. Therefore, some Rajput groups in the nineteenth 
century faced the possibility of losing status or of not marrying 
their daughters. In such a situation, infanticide became the 
likely social response to the threat of loss of status. 

To test these propositions the first step would be to chart 
the distribution by village and Rajput lineage for the presence 
or absence of female infanticide. Once this had been done, 
the question of changes in land holding and in other resources 
could be investigated. Through the use of oral traditions, the 
taking of genealogies and the correlation of land records 
which contain genealogical materials, it should be possible to 
trace some aspects of marriage systems well back into the 
nineteenth century. The question of the study of the eradica- 
tion of female infanticide clearly rests on a knowledge of the 
actual functioning of the marriage system in the nineteenth 
century and of how marriage was affected by the changing 
economic fortunes of groups in thé society. 


NEW SOURCES NEEDED 


The three characteristics which the ‘new’ social history of 
India will have, based on disaggregated data, concern with the 
actual changes in behaviour of the actors in the system, and 
oriented toward problems, generalization, and theory testing, 
all rest on an assumption that new kinds of sources can be 
found and utilized. The new sources needed for the new 
social history cannot only be descriptions of the mass of the 
Indian population but must in some sense actually record 
their decisions and behaviours. In contrast to literary sources 
such as travellers’ accounts, newspapers, tracts, official 
reports and descriptions, there is the need to handle a mass of 
materials which in some sense are generated by the actors 
themselves or are recordings in a direct sense of their actions. 
Certainly, some types of conventional literary materials 
are highly useful, for example, letters and diaries, natively 
recorded family histories and local histories produced by both 
Indians and foreigners. However, thus far, except for litera- 
te élite groups, little material of this sort has been found 
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and utilized. The Indian historian must look, as his western 
counterparts have done, to other materials. In the west, 
church records, manuscript census materials, tax records, 
records of bank deposits, deeds, building permits, land maps, 
inventories, wills, and police and court records are providing 
the basis for a rewriting of the history of the family, of 
changing patterns of land use, of the history of populations, 
of occupational changes, of local stratification studies, of stu- 
dies of the impact of industrialization on occupational struc- 
ture, of the nature and function of violence in society, of 
migration patterns and of numerous other subjects hitherto 
only looked on as aggregate processes and not seen in terms 
of the actual lives of people. 

Although because of cultural and social differences there is 
not necessarily the exact counterpart to these sources for the 
study of modern Indian social history, there are a number of 
kinds of materials which can enable the historian to study 
aspects of the actual lives of the mass of the Indian population 
and to begin to formulate the processes by which Indian society 
has changed and is changing. It is becoming increasingly 
clear that there is an enormous number of records at the local 
level which can be exploited for social history.'? Although 
the records kept regarding the holding, assessment and trans- 
fer of land vary from state to state depending on the British 
revenue policies, with the exception of permanently settled 
parts of India, village records are abundant. Thomas Kessin- 
ger, who is completing a dissertation at the University of 
Chicago on the social history of a Punjab village, has been 
utilizing a manuscript census for a village in Jullundar district 
in the Punjab attached to the first jamabandi, a record of rights 
and revenue accounts, made up in 1848. This material 
provides a baseline for reconstructing the nature of family 
organization and for a thorough genealogical study of land- 
holding and families from 1848 to the present. 

The shajra nasib, a recorded genealogy of landed families, 
and the jamabandi were updated every four years from the late 
nineteenth century to the present. Through these records the 
ownership of each plot of land can be traced, as well as tenancy 
arrangements, formal distribution of profits amongst relatives 
and information on mortgages. Through interviews and 
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careful genealogical work, as well as through various kinds 
of official notations on revenue records, Kessinger can also 
trace the changing occupational structure of the village to 
demonstrate how villagers have responded to various new 
economic and political conditions. 


THE USE OF LOCAL RECORDS 


In the utilization of the micro-level records, long-standing 
questions about rural social structure can begin to be 
answered. Is the joint family actually declining in signifi- 
cance? Is landless labour increasing? How does fragmentation 
of land affect agricultural prosperity over time? What effects do 
changing transportation networks have on village organiza- 
tion? What have been the effects of expansion of population 
on village social structure? How has migration, both local 
and long-distance, affected the village? 

Historians have recently demonstrated the usefulness of 
other kinds of local records for social historical purposes. A 
recent paper of Peter Marshall, ° although mainly concerned 
with British commercial activity in Bengal, shows how the 
register of deeds in Calcutta could be used to trace both land 
use for urban building and who in the Indian community was 
active in the development of Calcutta as an urban centre. 
Marshall is also suggestive in his use of court records, both 
of the mayor’s court and of the Supreme Court. The actual 
records of legal cases, the documents assembled for the 
cases, the plaints and counter-plaints and the records of the 
pleadings and testimonies, as distinct from the published 
or recorded decisions, are an extremely useful source for 
social history in that they reflect the conflicts in indigenous 
society. And the study of conflict is a good way for the social 
historian to understand the exercise of power and authority 
on the local level as well as the values of the participants in 
the disputes. 

Ellen Gumperz and her associate Craig Stark have used the 
Fergusson College register for the last decades of the 
nineteenth century to study the actual origin and composi- 
tion of the educated élite in western India. Their work shows 
how much can be gleaned from a limited amount about 
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any individual when there is common information for a 
relatively large group. '* 

The records and materials collected in princely states and in 
pre-British states such as the Maratha are beginning to yield 
very important results. Hiroshi Fukazawa has shown in two 
important articles on caste and agrarian structure in Maha- 
rashtra how rich the published eighteenth-century Marathi 
records are when used with a careful and sophisticated eye. 
He particularly draws on records of disputes over caste rights 
to demonstrate how the caste system in indigenous states 
actually worked.'> Maureen Patterson has been utilizing pub- 
lished family histories of Chitpavan brahmans and other caste 
groups in Maharashtra. As of 1965 she had located sixty-four 
such histories and has information of another thirty in prepa- 
ration. She suggests that not only can the direct history of 
families be traced but that their study yields important 
information on occupational change from the nineteenth to 
the twentieth century and also on the changing aspirations 
and goals of important groups in the society. *® 

The catalogue of the utilization of various kinds of sources 
on which to base a new social history of India could be 
extended almost indefinitely. What has been demonstrated in 
the last decade of work by South Asian, Japanese and western 
scholars is that we have just begun to become aware of the 
vast possibilities and of the existence of materials which await 
the dedicated and imaginative scholar of the social history 
of the past 200 years. Our central problem is not materials 
but the application of theory and method to their proper 
utilization. 


SOCIAL SCIENTISTS, HISTORICAL ASSUMPTIONS, AND 
HISTORIANS’ UTILIZATION OF THEORIES OF CHANGE 


Characteristically, social science theory is timeless. Most 
social science concerns itself with phenomena distributed in 
space. Often theories of social change are based on assump- 
tions about the distribution of the observed phenomena in 
space. For example, when a sociologist designs a study of the 
effects of industrialization on a population, the study will 
often have two components, an urban and a rural. He will 
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study aspiration levels of workers in a factory and in the 
villages from which they have been recruited. The sociologist 
will then postulate that the aspirations which villagers have 
are representative of the values which the factory worker had 
at some point in the past, even though both populations exist 
in the present. He will further infer that if there are differ- 
ences in values and attitudes between his village population 
and his factory workers, the factory workers represent what 
the future attitudes of the villagers will be if he thinks the 
culture and society are changing. Hence, he is translating 
the distribution of attitudes at a single point in time into 
past, present and future. 


ASSUMED TRANSITIONS 


Another version of the same methodological assumption is 
the search for the traditional which has so marked the study 
of Indian society and culture and its recent history. It has 
been assumed that villages represent traditional India, that 
the customs, social arrangements, beliefs and behaviours 
which can be observed in a village somehow represent what 
is traditional in India. What occurs in cities, if it is different, is 
assumed to be modern. Since at the base of all social science 
writing about social and cultural change is the assumption of 
a long-term historical movement from traditional to modern 
society, the city must represent the modern. 

For the social scientist ‘traditional’ means what a society 
was like at some point in the past, and although a number of 
analytical characteristics of what a ‘traditional’ society was 
supposed to be like have been determined, anthropologists, 
sociologists, political scientists, intellectual historians and 
economists each supply different lists of paired opposites to 
differentiate aspects of traditional and modern. For econom- 
ists and some anthropologists, for example, the difference 
between traditional and modern is marked by the change 
from subsistence to market agriculture, the replacement of 
animal and human power by machine-based power, a change 
from unspecialized labour to specialized labour. For the 
sociologist it is marked by the change from societies based on 
kinship ties to ones based on more impersonal ties, from 
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ascribed status to achieved status. For the political scientist 
the movement may be from political systems centred on 
established hereditary authority based on hierarchical princi- 
ples to ones centred on egalitarian principles of authority 
based on competition, from limited political participation 
based on ascribed status to wide popular participation. For 
intellectual historians and for some anthropologists the key 
transition is from pre-rational to rational thought, from 
mysticism to empiricism. 


THE IGNORED DIMENSION OF TIME’ 


Given the confidence which the social scientist has had in the 
universality of whichever of the assumed sets of characteris- 
tics he believes to set the limits of his definition of traditional, 
he then feels free to use characteristics which a population in a 
particular time and place has or does not have, and to use 
them as his base line from which to measure social change. 
For example, if a social scientist is studying changes in the 
caste system, he assumes a rigid fixed hierarchy in which 
occupational roles are ascribed. If he discovers there has been 
social mobility of individuals or groups and that many indi- 
viduals do not follow their assumed culturally ascribed roles, 
there must be change within the system. This conclusion is 
not based on knowing what the nature of the hierarchy or 
the relationship between occupation and caste was fifty or a 
hundred years ago, but it is based on an assumption that there 
will be a movement from ascribed status to achieved status as. 
a social system moves from an assumed traditional state to a 
modern state. The belief in the importance of the fixity of 
characteristics in the social systems of traditional society also 
enables the social scientist to ignore time in terms of the use 
of past descriptions. In writing about the caste system as a 
system when he is constructing his model of how the tradi- 
tional system worked, a social scientist will draw on mate- 
rials which have been published over the past eighty years as 
if they referred to a single time plane. In many discussions of 
caste, Ibbetson, Risley and Crooke are treated as if they were 
writing about the same thing as Srinivas, Bailey or Marriott. — 
Although there is a considerable overlap in theoretical 
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positions in social science, particularly for those concerned 
with social change and economic and political development, 
each social science field has tendencies of its own which grow 
out of its own traditions, the kinds of problems and data it 
usually deals with and the particular methodologies it tends 
to use. Theories of change have to be understood in relation 
to the basic assumptions various kinds of social scientists 
make about stable systems. Theories of change always 
involve a model of what society is ‘really’ like when it is stable. 


THE SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGIST’S MODEL 


The social anthropologists for the past thirty years have 
worked with what might be termed a closed model of society. 
Ideally, islands are the best field sites for the anthropolo- 
gists. There, one can easily tell where one society begins 
and another ends; at least theoretically, islands can be treated 
as closed systems. Hence, the Trobriands, the Andamans, 
Tikopia, Puerto Rico and even Australia bulk large in the 
theoretical map of the anthropologist. The anthropologist’s 
basic method involves face to face study of local groups in 
units which either he circumscribes or which are circum- 
scribed by the natives as villages, neighbourhoods, tribes or 
clans. For the social anthropologist, if not for the cultural 
anthropologist, his unit of actual intensive study is always 
circumscribable on the ground. The strength of the anthro- 
pologist is in his long-term first-hand study of a particular 
population group, which itself is in a situation of intensive 
interaction. He studies groups, not social categories. His 
people are the Chamars of Senapur, the Rajputs of Khalapur, 
the Khonds of the Orissan Highland. His locus of research is 
an Indian village, a village and its region, a Mysore village. 
His problem is an Indian tribe in search of the Great Tradi- 
tion, conflict and cohesion in an Indian village, caste and 
communication in an Indian village. The people, the place 
and the problem studied are specific. 

' When the anthropologist studies change, he assumes that 
there was a time when the culture and society he is studying 
was stable and that one could tell what was within the 
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boundaries of the unit he is studying and what was without. 
He has a very limited model of the possibilities for indige- 
nous change, which is based on demographic and ecological 
change. He can postulate changes in society and culture 
which develop from the expansion of territory, movement 
into a new ecological zone, which then leads to social and 
economic changes which ramify through the system but 
which eventually lead to a state of stability. Population 
increase or decrease is another favourite dynamic which 
anthropologists assume but rately have studied. When there 
are radical changes in population density in a society, the 
anthropologist is willing to posit internal change and a period 
-of instability which once again leads to a stable society and 
culture. 

The other type of change the anthropologist deals with is 
introduced from without the system. The missionary arrives 
on the island one day and by the introduction of a new reli- 
gion, new customs, e.g. the women should wear clothes, and 
new technology, e.g. steel axes, the whole of the pre-existing 
society and culture are changed in a kind of cataclysmic social 
revolution. After a period of time a new integration and a 
stable society and culture emerge which then face the next 
cataclysm of, for example, commercialization of agriculture, 
colonial rule, the need for native labour, the introduction of 
western education or elections for local councils. After each 
experience of rapid social change, stability is supposed to 
recur. The anthropologist views change as specific slices 
through time which can be compared and measured from 
one assumed period through time to another. The process of 
change is what is assumed to have taken place between the 
two periods of time. 


CYCLICAL AND INCREMENTAL CHANGE 


In recent years anthropologists have come to accept that local 
systems are far from stable even at some mythical point in 
time before the White Man came. Most anthropologists now 
look for various kinds of cyclical change in the local system 
they study. The development cycle of the extended family is 
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the best example of the kind of cyclical process which anthro- 
pologists see. In a society in which you get three-generation 
families recruited through a principle of descent, there comes 
a time when the numbers found in a household of a three- 
generation family are too large for effective living and the 
family breaks into smaller parts. Nevertheless, each one of 
the parts, a husband and wife and their children, has the 
potential in the next generation, when there are grandchil- 
dren, to build again a three-generation household. One can 
see such development cycles in local state formation, in the 
pattern of fissioning of villages and with segmentation in 
lineage and clan systems. What is one thing at one point in 
time becomes something else at another point in time and is 
what it had been at the beginning at a third point in time. 

Change and flexibility in this anthropological model of 
change is cyclical. The small-scale local cycles, in family and 
in political organization or in land use in relation to popula- 
tion, are really both seen going through time, so the question 
about incremental change leading to directional change, of 
slight difference in recycling, rarely gets asked. The reasons 
why questions about incremental change growing out of 
development cycles are not asked come both from the restraints 
of field work, which emphasizes thorough knowledge at a 
point in time, and from the inherent equilibrium model in so 
much of anthropological theory. 

Since the anthropologist does not usually study a society 
through time and even the three generations which he may 
be studying at once are reduced to the ‘ethnographic present’, 
he is not prepared to deal with the question of how intro- 
duced change, the building of railways, a new system of local 
government, or a new tax system, relates to the on-going 
indigenous process of cyclical change. Nevertheless, the 
strength of the anthropological contribution to the study of 
social change in South Asia has been substantial both empir- 
ically and theoretically, even given the limitations which I 
have been discussing. The anthropologist works at a micro- 
level and with changes in people’s behaviour. He can describe 
effectively the kinds of choices people make in changing 
situations. He has been adept at relating behaviour to values 
and culture. Since it is people and their behaviour that he 
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largely studies, he has been able to see continuities in changing 
situations. 


THE SOCIOLOGIST’S CATEGORIES 


In general terms, sociological approaches differ from anthro- 
pological approaches in a number of important ways. It is 
always important to remember that for individual anthropo- 
logists and sociologists there can be a considerable overlap in 
approach, data and methods and that materials, concepts and 
techniques are freely exchanged between the two disciplines. 
Typically, the sociologist’s units of study are populations, 
not groups, institutions and general processes. The sociolog- 
ist is more likely to use analytical categories to define his 
unit—the intellectuals, workers and factories, the Hindu 
family, the middle class, industrialization and urbanization. 
Typically, the sociologist studies the characteristics which 
people have rather than the people themselves. The charac- 
teristics people have may be determined by field work and 
direct observations, or may be collected through question- 
naires which are administered to samples of populations, or 
may come from existing records such as censuses. 

The study of the distribution of characteristics, such as 
education, occupation, age, sex, place of origin and income, 
and the relating of them to each other or to some institutional 
matrix in a statistical fashion, constitute the primary analysis 
which a sociologist carries out. Most sociological statements 
assume a distribution of characteristics and an aggregation of 
characteristics. The characteristics of a population are made 
to stand for something else. In the study of the family in 
India, for example, household composition, how the members 
of a household are related to each other, is taken as the central 
characteristic of the family type. The distribution of the family 
type through types of places—i.e. rural, urban—is taken to 
show the direction of change. If the sociologist finds more 
single-family households or more nuclear households in an 
urban setting than in a rural area, the inference is that the 
change from an extended type of family to a nuclear family is 
the direction of change because it is assumed that the charac- 
teristics of urban populations are indicative of the more mod- 
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ern segment in the society. Norms in a sociological study are 
statistical, while for the anthropologist norms are cultural 
and less a question of distribution and of what people might 
do in a measurable fashion than of what people believe and 
value. 


CHANGE MEASURED BY AGGREGATION 


Change in a sociological model is seen as change in the 
distribution of the characteristics of people aggregated so that 
a place is defined as urban if the summations of the popula- 
tion’s characteristics—occupations, education and family 
type—give a ‘profile’ of being urban. Urbanization is a scale 
on which people can be placed. In the sociologist’s theory of 
change, characteristics which people acquire are seen as 
determining changes in behaviour. Theories of change are 
based on assumed models of communication and flow of 
information. Most sociological theories of change as applied 
to India assume an élite which is the centre of a communication 
network. The élites—and there is no unanimity on how these 
élites are recruited, whether they represent a continuity of 
pre-British élites, whether they are an artefact of British rule, 
whether they are created by the educational system or 
whether they are a combination of these and other factors— 
are the first to change, becoming more modern in their life 
style, taking to new occupations, and moving out of a caste- 
based society into a class system. Hence, change is seen as a 
top-downwards movement, with the élites setting the new 
standards and others in the society emulating them or strug- 
gling to get into the élite category. Change is then seen as a 
filtering process from a small group to the mass. This is a 
model which is particularly effective with an urban-based 
view of society, one in which the large cities are seen as the 
most modern centres and the city is seen as the centre of 
diffusion of the ‘modern’. The strength of sociological 
approaches to the study of change in India is that they can 
deal at a more abstract level with general processes. The locus 
of their research can be and usually is at a different level in the 
society from the face-to-face group characteristics of social 
anthropological study. Hence, the sociologist can study cities 
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as entities and processes of change on a regional and national 
basis. Economists and political scientists have also contri- 
buted to theories of social change, but as their focus is on 
particular institutions and activities rather than on questions of 
social and cultural change, I will not deal with their work here. 


THE HISTORIAN’ S PERSPECTIVE 


One of the underlying arguments of this essay is that a valid 
description of social change in South Asia and the develop- 
ment of theories of social change must be historically based. 
Thus far the historian’s contribution has largely been a nega- 
tive one. The historian sensitive to social components in 
South Asian history has contributed to a questioning of the 
timeless view which social scientists have used in their 
discussion of modern South Asia. The historian has pointed 
to the complexity of the process of political change, especially 
in the study of the nationalist movement, by pointing to 
regional and caste differences in participation in the movement. 

A number of ‘myths’ about Indian society are now being 
effectively challenged by historians and social scientists using 
historical methods. The idea of the ‘Indian village republic’, 
of a closed self-sufficient village economy and society, has 
been laid to rest. Instead, village structure is seen as part of a 
local micro-regional system, with emphasis being placed on 
dominance by local land-holding groups. Historians are 
beginning to study land tenure not only in terms of legal 
categories established by the British Raj but in functional 
and analytical terms.!”? There is a growing awareness of the 
complicated interrelationship between British perception of 
Indian principles of land-holding, their own theories of poli- 
tical economy which grew out of the intellectual climate in 
Europe and England, and the development of policy and the 
results of the implementation of those policies. In some sense 
it might be argued that the British created the Indian village. 
The British Raj had the power, unlike previous imperial pow- 
ers in South Asia, to intervene directly in political systems, 
which are based on local land control systems. Through 
this they rigidified some groups and institutions, which 
formerly had been contingent and flexible. 
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By studying the history of castes in a disaggregated fashion 
in the pre-British as well as in the British period, historians and 
social scientists such as Ronald Inden, Frank Conlin and 
R. S. Khare have shown how principles of stratification 
could have been made more rigid in the nineteenth century. 
Various groups used new arenas and sources of wealth to 
strengthen their positions in the society. Through the use of 
new wealth and new positions of influence in the administra- 
tion, through use of the courts and educational opportunities, 
the system was changed and to some extent made more rigid. 


A CHANGING CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 


A simplistic view of a single unitary élite based on acquiring 
western education has also been supplanted by a more soph- 
isticated view of élite formation which stresses the regional 
character of much of the élites in India and calls for more 
study of commercial and material élites both in the past and 
in the present. In the years to come the question of the utility 
of thinking of India in terms of élite and mass might also 
come into question. A view of society which is based on 
more situational factors and which will explore the networks 
by which groups and families are connected might better 
cover the -situation in South Asia than one which assumes 
identities based on a few social or economic characteristics 
and which also assumes a unitary interest which people have 
on the basis of these characteristics. 

The social historian of South Asia very often draws general 
ideas from social science and frequently directly uses con- 
cepts developed by social science in his research on the past. 
This can be in a general fashion such as Broomfield’s use of 
the concepts ‘status group’ and ‘open and closed élites’,® 
David Kopf’s use of ‘acculturation’,'? and A. F. S. Ahmed’s 
use of ‘public opinion’.*” The borrowing of concepts like 
these is useful in sensitizing the historian to relationships 
which otherwise would not be studied. It pushes the histo- 
rian to specify more clearly what he is studying and writing 
about rather than to analyse it in metaphorical terms. 
Through the use of some of the broad-scale concepts of social 
science, the historian is better able to compare his work with 
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work done in other parts of India as well as with general 
processes in other cultures and civilizations. 


IDEAS INSTEAD OF DATA 


If the historian is to make a breakthrough to new views of 
social change and to contribute to the development of social 
theory, I have argued that his mode of work must change. 
He has to start not with data but with ideas and then ask what 
data are available or could be found to test and refine his 
ideas. The comments I have made on the problem of conceptu- 
alizations of Indian society, which derive from the categories 
of foreign observers and administrators, point not just to 
the need for new source materials but for new ways of hand- 
ling the source materials. Increasingly, the historian must 
take an ‘inside’ view of the society, which means he must 
understand the interaction between symbols and symbol 
system, between Indian cultural premises and the actions 
taken by Indians and the social structure. 


TRAINING THE NEW HISTORIANS 


The need for thorough-going training in social science for the 
social historian is also self-evident. Social science is not a uni- 
tary methodology nor is it easily packageable. Social science 
can sensitize the historian to new problems, free him some- 
what from a narrative framework in the writing of history. It 
can also equip him with tools of analysis. But in order to rise 
above a simplistic obsession with one technique or another, 
or with one school or another of analysis, he must to some 
extent experience through direct participation in research the 
limits as well as the advantages of his chosen aspect of social 
science. Hence, the social historian concerned with change at 
the micro-level might carry out field work as an anthro- 
pologist. The historian concerned with culture change in a 
region would need training in linguistics, not just in the 
language of the region. The historian concerned with social 
mobility must master some of the techniques of survey 
research and the analysis of aggregate data as developed by 
sociologists. The historian interested in the relationship 
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between the development of modern politics and society could 
use techniques developed by political scientists concerned 
with electoral behaviour. The modern history of urbaniza- 
tion in South Asia, as it develops away from the history of 
particular cities, will require the historian to master the 
methods and techniques being developed by geographers. 

Underlying the effort to develop a new social history of 
South Asia will be a concern with the clear specification of 
the problem, with relating it to general theory, with making 
analytical categories operational, and with the testing of 
models. The social scientists have thus far been hampered by 
their assumption that the course of change in the world 
would follow western experience and have not dealt with 
change as a phenomenon which takes place through time. 
The historian can thus make a major contribution not only to 
history but to social science as well. 
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African Models and Indian 
Histories* 


AFRICAN MODELS 


In the study of African and South Asian societies and their 
histories there has grown over the past two decades a close 
and fruitful working relationship between anthropologists 
and historians. The relationship is asymmetrical in several re- 
spects. The flow of ideas, concepts, and methods has largely 
been from the British social anthropologists who worked in 
Africa in the 1930s, 40s and 50s to the American anthropo- 
logists and historians who worked in South Asia in the fifties 
and sixties. In accepting the ‘gift’ from the Africanists, the 
South Asianists, both the anthropologists and historians, 
have overlooked some of the basic epistemology of their 
crafts. The anthropologists have ignored their training in the 
sociology of knowledge and the historians have ignored their 
heritage of historiography, particularly historiography as the 
careful examination of their sources rather than as the history 
of history. Both as model and as exhortation, my own work 
may be taken as an example of the utility of the working rela- 
tionship between anthropologists and historians, as well as its 
shortcomings. In a somewhat agnostical mood I now wish to 
explore some of the disadvantages and the stunted and some- 
what sour fruit which has been the product of the rela- 


* This essay was first published in Richard G. Fox, ed., Realm and Region in 
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tionship between anthropologists and historians in the study 
of South Asia. 

In order to understand the limitations of the gift to us of 
British social anthropologists we must first understand 
something of the theoretical presuppositions with which they 
operated as well as something of the nature of African culture 
and history which shaped the nature of their research. Most 
of the classical social anthropological studies of African 
societies done in the 1930s and 40s were done by anthropo- 
logists who were trained for their fieldwork by Malinowski 
and who wrote their monographs under the influence of 
Radcliffe-Brown’s theories about the nature of society. Mali- 
nowski taught them an ideal of fieldwork which included 
learning of the indigenous local languages, the necessity of 
living close to the natives and for recording extensive textual 
material. His theoretical stance was that of a functionalist 
who looked at society as being a closed system—his model 
being an island such as the Trobriands in which what existed 
at the time of observation existed to perform the function of 
maintaining the viability of the social group. The society it- 
self and its maintenance were the goal of social life and every- 
thing existed to maintain the social order as it existed. Myth 
and history were to be seen as ‘charters’ to explain the status 
quo. There were no internal mechanisms of change and all 
change was exogenous in Malinowski’s view of the nature of 
society. | 

Radcliffe-Brown similarly had an ‘island’ model. His ma- 
jor fieldwork was carried out on the Andaman Islands shortly 
before World War I. However, the work for which he is 
most famous is less based on his own fieldwork and more on 
his insightful use of the data of others. As with Malinowski 
he posited that social forms could best be understood as if 
they were parts of bounded systems. He saw as central to the 
social order social relations which ordered the interaction be- 
tween individuals and groups and which could be abstracted 
into statements about social. structure—the ordering of 
groups in society. Groups which most interested Radcliffe- 
Brown, particularly in the thirties, were those based on va- 
rious forms of corporate ties and could be summed up as the 
‘rights and duties’ which individuals, role sets and groups 
had to each other. 
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Meyer Fortes, one of* Radcliffe-Brown’s most steadfast 
disciples, provides the clearest summary of Radcliffe- 
Brown’s and. his followers’ assumptions about society and 
the contributions of British social anthropologists to social 
theory. In a famous article ‘The Structure of Unilineal Des- 
cent Groups’, originally published in 1953 in the American 
Anthropologist, Fortes stressed the necessity for the identifica- 
tion of a unit of study which was a closed one: ‘it [a unit] 
must, by definition, have a boundary .. . A culture . . . has 
no clear cut boundaries. But a group of. people bounded 
together within a single social structure have a boundary, 
though not necessarily one that coincides with a physical 
boundary or is impenetrable. I would suggest that culture is a 
unity in so far as it is tied to a bounded social structure.’ 
Unit, boundary, social structure, and group are the central 
concepts which appear time and time again in the anthropo- 
logical literature of the forties and the fifties. A unit meant 
something that was observable on the ground. Hamlets, vil- 
lages, lineages, tribes were believed to be bounded—they 
were countable and mapable, had names, and above all had 
social structures—patterned relations between groups. 
Groups were made up of individuals recruited on known 
principles, usually genealogical connections which were 
thought to be ‘real’ i.e. met western concepts of descent 
traceable to common ancestors and expressed in the 
metaphor of ‘blood’. Social structure—the relations based on 
descent and with reciprocal rights and duties—continued 
through time, as was the central fact in all social life. ‘The so- 
cial structure is the foundation of the whole social life of any 
continuing society.’ 

In Fortes’ view of African societies—small or large, state or 
stateless, the central building block of the society were 
‘lineages’—the ‘lineage’ was not only a descent group but the 
key to the ‘political’ organization of the society. The most 
important feature of the unilineal descent groups ‘is their 
corporate organization’. .Lineages were corporations, recruit- 
ment of which was based on ‘known descent’ from a com- 
mon ancestor. “These were to be distinguished from ‘‘clans”’ 
which were often dispersed divisions of society ordered to 
the notion of common—but demonstrable and often 
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mythical—ancestry’. (Emphasis added.) The key idea is de- 
monstrable; the question is what demonstrable means in this 
context. If one asks a Rajput in eastern UP about his ances- 
tors he may begin to talk about the sun or about Rama, but as 
the American anthropologist knows no one is descended from 
the sun and that Rama is a mythical figure or a legend, we 
know the native is ‘wrong’ as what he is saying is not demon- 
strable in our cultural system. Hence the American anthropo- 
logist, following Fortes, thinks that a social category based 
on the Rajput’s ideas about descent is somehow less impor- 
tant than one that is assumed to be based on our ideas of ‘real’ 
genealogical connections—it has to do with ‘myth’, not ‘real- 
ity’. 

Many societies based on ‘lineage principles’ were dubbed, 
following Durkheim, ‘segmentary societies’. In segmentary 
societies, Fortes argued, ‘The lineage is not only a corporate 
unit in the legal or jural sense but is also the primary political 
association. Thus the individual has no legal or political 
status except as a member of a lineage . . .political relations 
in the society take place in the context of the lineage system.’ 

Even societies which are not on the surface segmentary, 
i.e. ‘have national government centred in kingship, adminis- 
trative machinery, and courts of law’, have lineages. Fortes 
gives as examples of such societies Ashanti, Yoruba, Nupe, 
Zulu and Hausa. However, the political structure of these 
societies was always unstable ‘and this was due in a 
considerable degree to internal rivalries arising out of the 
divisions between lineages.’ 

Fortes posits a distinction between the ‘domestic’ and ‘the 
political’. In some African states ‘legal and political status 
may be conferred by allegiance to the State . . . though rank 
and property may still be vested in descent groups.’ In such 
societies there is a ‘clearer’ structural differentiation between 
the field of domestic relations based on kinship and descent 
and the field of political relations. It would seem that the 
natives divide the world in a fashion similar to western 
anthropologists. Fortes asks what holds societies together 
which are segmentary either in a kind of total fashion—they 
have corporate lineages, like the Nuer—or in which, 
although there may be a central state system, there are still 
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lineages important at the ‘domestic’ level. How do you get 
stability in these societies, the continuity necessary for them 
to meet the anthropologist’s definition of a society, i.e. 
existing through time? How do these societies made up of 
corporate lineages stop from splitting into rival lineage 
factions and maintain the interests of a wider political unity? 
One answer he gives is that they extend the lineage 
framework to the widest range in which actions exist for the 
prevention of blood feud—this often includes the ‘whole 
tribal unit’. The other way (and often connected with the 
extension of the lineage framework) is for the common 
interest of the political community to be asserted periodically 
through ‘religious institutions and sanctions’. 

Everything in the Fortesian view of African society isa 
‘tool’ to maintain the stability of the political order. The 
domestic order can exist by itself, but the political order 
needs explaining, and above all continuity, stability, persist- 
ence need explaining. Religion and ritual are to be explained 
by their ‘social task’ of maintaining the political order. 
Everywhere in Africa we find ‘lineages’, the best kind of 
lineage to find is one based on the ideology of unilineal 
descent and which is corporate—i.e. the individual’s status is 
based on his membership of the descent group. By observa- 
tion, lineages have conflicting interests and mechanisms are 
needed to adjust these conflicting interests; the definition of 
the widest spread of lineage groups is mechanisms by which 
conflict and feud can be composed, by a jural order which 
can adjust conflicts without all-out war. Where war exists— 
i.e. there is no jural order to compose feud—we have reached 
the boundaries of the segmentary state. 

Sir Henry Maine and Emile Durkheim are the theoretical 
guides with Durkheim suggesting the idea of a segmentary 
society—one in which integration or solidarity is arithmetic, 
every section of the society replicating every other. Maine’s 
contribution is the idea of the corporation, of the individual 
as ‘person’ who draws his status through the membership 
of the corporation and in which social relations and social 
structure are based on status and not contract. In passing it 
may be noted that neither Maine nor Durkheim saw the 
kinds of societies they wrote so much about. Durkheim’s ex- 
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amples were largely drawn from reports on the Australian 
aborigines. Maine’s ‘ethnography’ in his most famous book 
Ancient Law was drawn from historical materials about 
German tribes and classical European societies. His later 
work, written after he had served as Law Member in the 
Governor-General’s Council in Calcutta, drew heavily on re- 
venue papers and settlement reports from India. Although he 
may have seen Indian villages it is doubtful that he ever spent 
any time in one. Durkheim and Maine were trying to explain 
the nature and origin of European societies and India and the 
Australian aborigines were viewed essentially as a stage 
through which European societies had passed, and which 
provided for the late-nineteenth-century scholar ideas about 
what European societies may have been. Fortes and his col- 
leagues working in Africa, and Maine drawing materials 
from Indian official records, were observing and writing ab- 
out particular kinds of societies and they were parts of colo- 
nial societies. 

The primary social fact of a colonial society is that the abil- 
ity to make the ultimate effectively binding decision which 
affects the ‘natives’ rests with colonial rulers from outside, 
who could literally destroy anyone who challenged their 
authority. Maine published Ancient Law three years after the 
Indian Rebellion, and served in India during the decade after- 
wards. Evans-Pritchard did fieldwork a few months after the 
R.A.F. had flown punitive missions against the Nuer. Fortes 
did fieldwork in the Gold Coast (Ghana) a generation after a 
large-scale state, of which the Tallensi were a part, had been 
conquered and destroyed by the British. The British colonial 
government’s primary concerns in the nineteenth and twen- 
tieth centuries, no matter what other concerns it often had, 
were the maintenance of ‘law and order’ as it defined it and 
the establishment of a system by which taxes could be effi- 
ciently and regularly levied and collected. 

In order to establish law and order and to collect taxes 
there were a number of pre-requisites in addition to monopo- 
lization of military power. The colonial rulers needed units 
with boundaries and they needed people who could be made 
responsible for the maintenance of law and order as well as 
for the regular collection of taxes once they were assessed. 
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The units which British officials found or created which had 
these characteristics were villages, estates and properties in 
India, and hamlets, lineages, clans and tribes in Africa. The 
positions of political and economic power they found or cre- 
ated in Africa were headmen, elders, and chiefs and in India 
zamindars, patels, chaudhuris, talukdars, chiefs, rajas, 
nawabs, and princes. 

Wherever the colonial rulers went the questions were the 
same, ‘Who is in charge?’, ‘Who owns this?’, ‘Who has what 
rights and duties?’ In most places the answers which were 
obtained to these questions did not fit the categories or ex- 
perience of the European rulers and more information had to 
be obtained before questions could be effectively asked or 
answered. Theories were developed to help solicit more in- 
formation and to classify and fix into meaningful European 
categories the answers to the questions which the theories 
generated. 

The British experience in nineteenth-century India pro- 
vided many of the models for the establishment of the 
mechanisms of colonial government in Africa—the district 
officer, indirect rule, recruitment of natives to be trained in 
European police and paramilitary organizations, classifica- 
tion of the natives into ‘racial’ categories from which various 
kinds of low level functionaries could be recruited. In the 
twentieth century the models developed by anthropologists 
to explain colonized African societies seeped back to India to 
explain the nature and history of Indian society. 

In addition to recognizing the significance of the colonial 
nature of the society from which we have largely drawn our 
models for the explanation of the Indian political order, we 
need also to recognize that African societies are different in an 
important fashion from those we study in India, in the past 
and in the present. 

In an article published a decade ago Lloyd Fallers asked the 
question—‘Are African Cultivators to be called Peasants?” In 
this article he argued in terms of the then current usage of the 
concept ‘peasant’, that African cultivators in the pre-colonial 
eras produced part of their agricultural products for sale in 
markets. ‘Economically, most Africans were traditionally 
peasants and with the opening of the continent to overseas 
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trade, they quite easily and naturally took up the cultivation 
of export crops in exchange for imported goods.’ 

There are in Africa, according to Fallers, ‘political peasant- 
like features . . . The village community is a common fea- 
ture everywhere, and political hierarchies where they exist 
vary according to the degree to which they consist of 
appointed officials or hereditary chiefs . . . the politics of the 
traditional African states seem to fall well within the peasant 
range.’ 

Fallers found though that there was a major difference be- 
tween African ‘peasants’ and the peasants of Europe and Asia 
in terms of the scale of differentiation in the culture that one 
finds in these peasant societies and in Africa. He found that 
there is little cultural differentiation within the African states 
between ruler and ruled, between urban and rural. The Afri- 
can peasant does not stand in relationship, as does his Indian 
counterpart, to someone who lives a much different life than 
himself. “They [African peasants] do not to the same extent 
feel judged from above by the same set of standards which 
they cannot attain’, and, ‘Africans very commonly perceive 
themselves as being differentiated in terms of wealth and 
power but they do not often . . . view their societies as con- 
sisting of “‘layers’’ with differential possession of a high cul- 
ture.’ Fallers sees the difference as a crucial one, and due to 
the ‘absence of the literary religious traditions which formed 
the basis for the European and Asian high cultures’. He 
argues that the presence of writing makes for the develop- 
ment of a vastly greater accumulation and elaboration of high 
culture. 

In the years since Fallers wrote that article a great deal 
more has been learned about pre-colonial African history 
from the inside which may change somewhat Fallers’ judge- 
ment of the differences between Africa and India. There do 
exist in major parts of Africa ideas about the supernatural, 
ideas about the nature of man, and theories of kingship which 
have some of the characteristics of Euro-Asian high cultures. 
There are sets of ideas which transcend local groups. However, 
in Euro-Asian civilizations there are fully worked out and ar- 
ticulated systems of meaning and belief which transcend local 
areas and which are civilization-wide. These sets of meanings 
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are widely known by the literate and in varying ways made 
concrete and explicit to all in the civilization. There are sys- 
tems of religious belief and ritual, political and social theories 
on a subcontinental basis in India. In addition, there are 
supra-local ideas about what is a good man, what are the 
proper relationships between ruler and ruled, and on the na- 
ture of justice and right. These systems are conveyed, sys- 
tematized and made apparent through myths, stories, rituals, 
songs; they are reiterated and symbolized constantly. 

. Therefore to study the Indian political order in the pre- 
British period as if it consisted of African lineages of segmen- 
tary states without reference to the sets of meanings people 
attached to ‘political relations’, without reference to the 
theory which lay behind the state systems, would seem to 
leave out what was the more vital and important part of the 
political order. Similarly, only to study ‘politics’ in the pre- 
sent or the recent past as if it were only based on a kind of 
maximizing utilitarianism, and as if the only thing that 
counted was who was doing in whom in a village or council, 
is to miss the central facts in the situation—that the ‘maxi- 
mizing’ takes place within rules derived from theories which 
are part of the wider cultural system. 


INDIAN HISTORIES 


I think we are still bound in varying degrees to theories 
which British administrators and scholars developed to ‘ex- 
plain’ India to themselves from the middle of the eighteenth 
century until the present. Many of the questions we ask and 
above all the assumptions we make about India and Indians 
are still largely couched in the terms laid down during the 
period of British colonial rule. The British in India were like 
the Trobriand Islanders of Malinowski; they wrote history, 
as the Trobrianders created myth and legend, to be for their 
society ‘the pragmatic charter’.> This ‘pragmatic charter’ 
which the British were building to explain their rule of India 
was based on their understanding of Indian history which, as 
with Trobriand myth, was ‘made ad hoc to fulfil a certain 
sociological function, to glorify a certain group, to justify an 
anomalous status.’ Malinowski goes on further to say, ‘It is 
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clear that myth functions especially where there is a sociolo- 
gical strain, such as in matters of great difference in rank and 
power, matters of precedence and subordination, and un- 
questionably where profound historical changes have taken 
place.’ 

From Robert Orme and Alexander Dow in the middle of 
the eighteenth century to Anil Seal, Gordon Johnson, and 
C.A. Bayley in the middle of the twentieth century, British 
historians have been writing about the Indian political and 
social order in an historical idiom. As with Malinowski’s in- 
sights about Trobriand myth in which he sees myth as telling 
us more about the present than about the past about which 
the myths are written, so it would seem to be with British 
historians of India. They reflect as much about the times in 
which they are writing and the problems which the British in 
India were facing at the time they were writing as they do ab- 
out the past times they were writing about. 

In a very schematic fashion, which does not do justice to 
the richness and often great scholarship of the British writers, 
the underlying theories about the Indian political order can be 
seen as four, distributed through four time periods. In the 
earliest period—1750 to 1810—British writers saw the endur- 
ing character of the Indian political order as being despotic. 
This was followed by a period down until the middle of the 
nineteenth century in which the Indian political order was 
seen as being made up of ‘village republics’ and castes. This in 
turn was replaced, from 1860 to 1910, by a theory which saw 
India as feudal. Since 1910 to the present British writers see 
the Indian political order as one of competition and conspiracy. 
Let me briefly try to describe and explain each of these Brit- 
ish conceptions of the Indian political order. 


Oriental Despotism 


Most British observers of India in the eighteenth century 
were agreed that the central characteristic of the political 
order was despotism.* Alexander Dow’s description can be 
duplicated time and time again: 


[India] presents us with a striking picture of the deplorable condi- 
tion of a people subject to arbitrary sway; and of the instability of 
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Empire itself, when it is founded neither upon laws, nor upon 
the opinions and attachments of mankind. Hindostan, in every 
age, was an ample field for private ambition, and for public 


tyranny . . . public spirit is never seen, and loyalty is a thing un- 
known . . . . The Emperor is absolute and sole arbiter in every- 
thing and is controlled by no law . . . . All the lands in India are 


considered as the property of the King.” 


Coupled with and part of the theory of despotism was also a 
theory of cyclical political change or revolution. Given the 
richness of India it was a constant invitation to invasion by 
stronger and hardier people from the north. Although the in- 
vaders could establish despotic and absolute rule for a time, 
because of a lack of a rule of primogeniture there were always 
fights amongst the heirs to the throne. Although in some cir- 
cumstances, as amongst the Mughals, this often led to the 
emergence of the ablest ruler, it would in time lead to the 
downfall of a particular ruling house. This, combined with 
the extensive nature of the empires established—especially 
the Mughal empire, where a ruler had to delegate his power 
to viceroys—meant there was always the potential for re- 
volution, which meant division and disunity. When the 
despot weakened, either suddenly or gradually, the consequ- 
ences were nearly always the same. ‘Almost every village be- 
came a separate state, in constant warfare with its neighbors; 
the braver and more fortunate chiefs enlarging their bound- 
aries, and augmenting their force; and thus proceeding by 
rapid strides to the erection of new dynasties.’ 

It was at one of these moments of dissolution in the cycle, 
inevitable in the alternation of despotism with anarchy and 
chaos, that the British found themselves in conflict with the 
French over trading rights which they felt had been legally 
granted them by the Mughal empire. In the British recount- 
ing of events it was the French who forced them into in- 
tervening in the Indian political arena to protect themselves 
and their investment, which led step by step—1757, 1764, 
and 1799, to the conquest of Tipu Sultan, to 1803 with Lord 
Lake’s capture of Delhi and the defeat of the Marathas, which 
led them to become in their terms the ‘protector’ of the 
Mughal emperor and the de facto supreme power in India. 

From the vantage point of knowing what happened in the 
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries it would be well to ex- 
amine the function of the theory of despotism and anarchy in 
terms not only of the European intellectual milieu and the 
historiographic problem of how the British learned about In- 
dia (this study has been begun by an excellent thesis by Frank 
van Aaalst and can be found in the works of S.N. Mukherjee, 
Ranajit Guha, R. Koebner, and others) but to ask what the 
function was of the theories which the British developed. In 
my view of the function of these theories I have been heavily 
influenced by a series of articles by F.W. Buckler, an histo- 
rian and Persianist who was active in the twenties and thir- 
ties, most notably his articles, “The Political Theory of the 
Indian Mutiny’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 
1922; ‘India and the Far East’ in the Cambridge History of 
British Foreign Policy, vol. u, 1923; and the ‘Oriental Despot’, 
Anglican Theological Review, 1928. 

In the period from 1764 to 1813 the conquest of India and 
the question of the development of an effective system of 
governance for the Indian territories was a central issue in 
British political life. Some of the critics of the East India 
Company did not see chaos, anarchy, and despotism in India 
but, to quote Burke: 


There have been princes once of great dignity, authority and 


opulence... . There is to be found [in India] an ancient and 
venerable priesthood, the depositary of their laws, learning and 
history .. . a nobility of great antiquity and renown .. . mil- 


lions of i ingenious manufacturers and mechanics, millions of the 
most diligent, and not the least intelligent tillers of the soil.’ 


Burke accused the East India Company in the following 
terms, “There is not a single prince, state or potentate in India 
with whom they have come in contact that they have not 
sold. There'is not a single treaty they have made which they 
have not broken.’® 

The East India Company was fighting for its life in parlia- 
ment. The question was how much regulation parliament 
would impose on the activities of the Company. Should the 
Company be abolished and parliament and the crown rule 
the Indian possessions? The theories which men held about 
India and Indians were ones on which fortunes. and careers 
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were riding. It is in this context that the theories of despotism 
and anarchy have to be seen. Once the context is clear the 
views held make much more sense, and the attempt to under- 
stand what the British were saying becomes more than an 
antiquarian intellectual exercise. 

The theory of despotism and anarchy was a satisfying ex- 
planation as to why Britain was able to conquer India. It was 
not by the force of British arms. J.R. Seely argued that India 
conquered herself. “The English did not introduce foreign 
domination into India, for there was foreign. domination 
already.’”? Seely went on: 


Nothing like what is strictly called a conquest took place, but 
that certain traders inhabiting certain seaport towns in India, 
were induced, almost forced, in the anarchy caused by the fall of 
the Mughal Empire, to give themselves a military character and 
employ troops, that by means of those troops they acquired 
territory and at last almost all the territory of India, and that these 
traders happened to be Englishmen . . .'° 


The British were innocent bystanders; they were forced to 
protect their legitimate (natural) right to trade, forced to step 
in, and since they had defeated the French they became the 
rulers of India. Their task was to restore order in a situation 
of chaos. The theory of despotism then functioned effectively 
to explain and legitimize the British conquest to the officials 
and owners of the East India Company, and more importantly 
to parliament and the politically aware public in England. 


The Village Republics and Caste 


The next and to some extent simultaneous problem which 
the British faced in India was to develop a theory of rule. 
Their concern was not what their right to rule was based in, 
but what was to be the nature of their rule. Here again the 
British developed a social and political theory about the 
‘realities’ of India. 

As British concerns both at home and in India shifted from 
‘explaining’ the conquest of India to themselves towards 
questions involved in developing a theory of rule, so the poli- 
tical and social theory of India as developed by the British 
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changed as well. In the first half of the nineteenth century the 
British increasingly saw India and ‘traditional India’ not in 
despotic/anarchy terms but in terms of village communities 
and caste. The transition from the emphasis on chaos and de- 
spotism to one of stability in the social and political order, 
can be seen in the formulation, which has been pervasive 
almost to the present, by Charles Metcalfe’s remark on the 
significance of the Indian village community: 


The Village communities are little Republics, having nearly ev- 
erything they want within themselves, and almost independent 
of foreign relations. They seem to last where nothing else lasts. 
Dynasty after dynasty tumbles down; revolution succeeds re- 
volution; Hindu, Pathan, Mughal, Mahratta, Sikh, English are 
masters in turn; but the village communities remain the same. 


The chaos and anarchy existed at a higher level of the 
socio-political system; what was enduring and unchanging 
was an institution—'the village’. This view had immediate 
usefulness and effect in the shaping of the policy of rule—in 
the framing of land tenure legislation in particular. It also was 
important in that it shifted the British view of India away 
from the rulers to the peasants; the real India was in the vil- 
lage and the real Indians were not the despotic rulers— 
Muslim or Hindu—Mughal or Maratha or Sikh; these could 
be deposed or controlled through indirect rule, without dis- 
turbing the mass of the Indian population. The social theory 
of the village republic which gave primacy in the society to 
the peasant as over against rulers had many uses in explaining 
to the British themselves their rule in India. In Clifford 
Geertz’s famous phrase about culture, it provided ‘a model of 
and for’ British rule. 

The British faced the following problem in the first half of 
the nineteenth century: developing an adequate bureaucracy 
to collect taxes, maintain law and order not only in the cities 
but in the countryside, and to appear to both the home con- 
stituency. and the Indians that they were maintaining a 
reasonable and fair rule. If, as in the eighteenth century 
theory, there was only chaos and anarchy, the British would 
have had to develop institutions which reached from London 
down into every village. Personnel would have to be re- 
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cruited along universalistic lines, honest and efficient and 
preferably European. This was thought to be an impossibil- 
ity, given the cost of such a system. Direct rule by Euro- 
peans, in the sense that Europeans would man all levels of the 
administrative system, would be much too expensive, both 
for the owners of the East India Company and for parlia- 
ment. Therefore some form of self-rule was desirable. It was 
to this end that the idea of the village republic turned out to 
be crucial. The Whig experiment in Bengal of creating a 
landlord class failed. This failure was seen in the problems of 
collecting revenue, the clogging of the courts with cases, and 
with the failure as viewed by the British of the zamindars 
turning themselves into a gentry governing and improving 
their estates. 

If the village was seen as the central institution and as being 
stable, then the British need not intervene in its institutions, 
they need not put police, tax collectors, managers into each 
village. All that was needed was supervision—supervision 
over Indians who could collect information about the con- 
stitution of the village, the ownership and assessment of land 
on a corporate or individual basis. A cheap administration 
employing relatively few high-salaried Europeans could rule 
India, and rule well. What was needed most in the situation 
was peace—law and order to keep Indians, not just 
metaphorically, but actually ‘down on the farm’. 

Not only did the idea of the village republic and the basing 
of administrative policy on this idea function in providing the 
underpinning. for a ‘cheap’ administrative overhead, it 
appeared to be fair to the Indians. ‘The British could rule India 
in a natural fashion—natural for the Indians. The Indians 
would have their native institutions, and the British would 
not interfere with. the lives of Indians except in those cir- 
cumstances when Indians persisted in practising customs re- 
pugnant to the established British morality and completely 
counter to natural law. That which the British defined as un- 
natural, ‘baleful and immoral’ was such things as throwing 
children to turtles, having people crushed under temple carts, 
sati, female infanticide, ritual murder, head hunting, and 
gang robbery. Once these immoralities were stamped out the 
British could face' both their home constituency and Indians 
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to say, ‘our rule is not only fair and just, but it is keeping 
with the natural institutions of the Indians —family, caste, 
and village. 

The theory that what was enduring in India was the village 
also provided a charter for the continued annexation of terri- 
tory in India. Large chunks of India continued down until 
1856 to be absorbed into the ‘pink’ part of the map of India— 
Carnatic, Kumaon, Poona, and most of Maharashtra, 
Coorg, Sind, Satara, Punjab, Jhansi, Berar, Assam, and finally 
Oudh. The theory under which the British abrogated their 
previous treaties with these states was based either on 
growing chaos—or the potential thereof—the failure in 
some states to have a ‘natural’ heir to the masnad or throne; 
or misrule—the failure of Indians themselves to maintain 
the natural order in their own states, as for example in 
Oudh; or the ‘fact’ that there was not enough stability in 
terms of the Indian rulers keeping peace on their own bor- 
ders as the British argued happened in Punjab. In each inst- 
ance down to 1857 the British, after annexing an Indian 
state, tried to re-establish what they thought was the natu- 
ral order by building their tax and administrative systems 
on the primacy of the village republics. The Punjab is the 
clearest case of this, but also in Oudh their first settlement 
before the Rebellion of 1857 was with local communities 
rather than with the talukdars. In Maharashtra, the North 
West Provinces, South India, Punjab, and Oudh much 
British legislation and particularly the rules for the assess- 
ment and collection of taxes were directed towards main- 
taining the integrity of the village. 


The Feudal 


Alongside the village republics in some parts of India, not- 
ably Rajasthan, the British developed a theory of feudalism 
for India. The natural constitution of the states remained in 
a pre-Mughal form or, as in Hyderabad and Mysore, was 
reconstituted along traditional lines; these states were viewed by 
the middle of the nineteenth century not as despotic any more 
but as feudal. They were feudal because the British 
recognized a hierarchy of political and landed rights, of 
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sub-infeudation which bound the ruler to rule through in- 
tervening allegiances, through lineages, clans, and ancient 
officials—usually relatives or courtiers of the ruler together. 

When the British got over the shock of the Rebellion of 
1857, accepted the demise of the East India Company, and 
India came to be ruled by the British monarch, the feudal 
theory came into its own and came to dominate British poli- 
tical thinking about India. The traditional political paradigm 
from India was not complete in terms of British political and 
social theory about India. India was a feudal state with the 
natural sovereign, the Queen, ruling under God (as far as the 
British were concerned). The Government of India Act of 2 
August 1858 and the Queen’s Proclamation of 1 November 
1858 are the prime documents which in the British political 
theory established the full sovereignty of the British crown as 
ruler of India. The wording as much as the message conveys 
the theory of the relationship between the crown and the per- 
son of the sovereign and the people of India. 


Queen Victoria’s Proclamation, 1 November 1858 


And we, reposing especial trust and confidence in the loyalty, 
ability, and judgment of our right trusty and well-beloved cousin 
and councillor, Charles John Viscount Canning, do hereby con- 
stitute and appoint him, the said Viscount Canning, to be our 
first Viceroy and Governor-General in and over our said territor- 
ies, and to administer the government thereof in our name, and 
generally to act in our name and on our behalf, subject to such 
orders and regulations as he shall, from time to time, receive 
from us through one of our Principal Secretaries of State. 


We hold ourselves bound to the natives of our Indian territories 
by the same obligations of duty which bind us to all our other 
subjects, and those obligations, by the blessing of Almighty 
God, we shall faithfully and conscientiously fulfil. 

Firmly relying ourselves on the truth of Christianity, and ack- 
nowledging with gratitude the solace of religion, we disclaim 
alike the right and the desire to impose our convictions on any of 
our subjects. We declare it to be our royal will and pleasure that 
none be in anywise favoured, none molested or disquieted, by 
reason of their religious faith or observances, but that all shall 
alike enjoy the equal and impartial protection of the law; and we 
do strictly charge and enjoin all those who may be in authority 
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under us that they abstain from all interference with the religious 
belief or worship of any of our subjects on pain of our highest 
displeasure. 

And it is our further will that, so far as may be, our subjects, of 
whatever race or creed, be freely and impartially admitted to 
offices in our service, the duties of which they may be qualified, 
by their education, ability, and integrity, duly to discharge. 

We know, and respect, the feelings of attachment with which 
the natives of India regard the lands inherited by them from their 
ancestors, and we desire to protect them in all rights connected 
therewith, subject to the equitable demands of the State; and we 
will that generally, in framing and administering the law, due re- 
gard be paid to the ancient rights, usages, and customs of India. 


Our clemency will be extended to all offenders, save and except 
those who have been, or shall be, convicted of having directly 


taken part in the murder of British subjects. With regard to.such 
the demands of justice forbid the exercise of mercy. 

When, by the blessing of Providence, internal tranquillity shall 
be restored, it is our earnest desire to stimulate the peaceful in- 
dustry of India, to promote works of public utility and improve- 
ment, and to administer its government for the benefit of all our 
subjects resident therein. In their prosperity will be our strength; 
in their contentment our security and in their gratitude our best 
reward. And may the God of all power grant to us, and to those 
in authority under us, strength to carry out these our wishes for 
the good of our people. 


A number of assumptions underlay the wording of the Proc- 
lamation. There is a duality familiar in western medieval 
political theory, of God and Caesar. The Queen rules India 
under her own God, but recognizes the natural right of Indi- 
ans to their own gods. When there is a conflict between God 
and Caesar, it is Caesar who triumphs; mercy will not over- 
ride justice; ancient rights must be balanced by the ‘equitable 
demands of the State’. Above all, though, British rule is a 
personal rule. The Queen’s servants will experience ‘the pain 
of our highest displeasure’—she speaks of her ‘royal will’, of 
her ‘obligations’, ‘duties’, and ‘desire’. She is speaking to the 
Indians as their sovereign. 

Between Great Britain and India the change in the consti- 
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tutional relations, as symbolized by the new position of the 
British sovereign, called again for a new political and sociolo- 
gical theory for India. India was, in addition to a land of vil- 
lage and caste, a feudal society. In the 1870s the oriental 
despots of the eighteenth century re-emerged as the loyal 
feudal princes of the British crown. The British forgot the 
despot and replaced him with the natural leaders (this is the 
term which the British officials time and time again used to 
refer to the princes and large landlords of India). For exam- 
ple, here is Lord Lytton, Viceroy 1876-80, writing to his 
Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli: 


Nothing has struck me more in my intercourse thus far with In- 
dian Rajas and Maharajas than the importance they attach to 
their family pedigrees and ancestral records. Here is a great feud- 
al aristocracy which we cannot get rid of, which we are avowed- 
ly anxious to conciliate and command, but which we have as yet 
- done nothing to rally round the British crown as its feudal head. 


In the original, feudal head 1s underlined. With the full de- 
velopment in the later nineteenth century of the feudal 
theory, there came a proliferation of institutions to buttress 
the feudal theory—the durbar, the establishment of a system 
of Indian honours similar to the British one, neatly graded in 
title for Indian and British—GCB, KCB. The Order of the 
Star of India, Knight Grand Commanders, Knight Com- 
manders, Companions Order of the Star of India, down to 
the sttictly Indian order with segregated Hindu and Muslim 
ranks like Rai Bahadurs and Khan Bahadurs. Lytton wanted 
to establish an Indian college of Heralds in Calcutta and Cur- 
zon built the Victoria Memorial in Calcutta to preserve the 
feudal past of Anglo-India, with the Queen at the centre of 
the four great halls in which the relics of the past were to be 
displayed. In addition, special schools were set up for the 
education of the feudal princes and places were reserved for 
their direct recruitment into the civil service which was 
established. 

As with the theory of despotism and anarchy (which 
served to answer the question ‘how did we conquer India’) 
and as with the theory of the village republic and caste as 
being the ancient, unchanging, and stable institutions for 
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India (which served as the theoretical base to answer the 
question ‘how are we-going to rule India’,) so the feudal 
theory of Indian society served to answer the increasingly 
important question, ‘how are we going to keep India’. 

The feudal theory is important as it provides both a theory 
for maintenance of British rule in India and a plan for action 
as well. What is also important in the theory is that the Brit- 
ish are placed inside Indian society and the Indian polity. The 
British monarch is at the symbolic apex of the social and poli- 
tical order. The British monarch rules under God and divine 
providence. The Viceroy then becomes the physical repre- 
sentative of the divine order and the monarchy. Below the 
Viceroy are the ‘loyal feudatories’, the princes and landlords 
of India, and below them are the masses of India, the 
peasants. There is a natural order which includes the people 
of India and the British crown. The Viceroy holds two 
offices—he is Governor-General and Viceroy of India, which 
reflects the fact and theory of the duality of the nature of legi- 
timacy in nineteenth-century Britain. As Governor-General 
he is the representative of parliament; as Viceroy he stands 
for the crown. The British civil service in India related to the 
Governor-General as executive head of the British govern- 
ment in India, and to parliament, which set the rules for their 
recruitment, promotion, and from which eventually their au- 
thority in a bureaucratic system flowed. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, after over 100 years of theorizing, the 
British finally developed a system which from their point of 
view was logical and effective. But, as we know, at the very 
moment they ‘got it straight’ it began to face a challenge 
from the ‘natives’; to whom British rule was not natural—it 
may have seemed legal, but it was not natural for Indians. 


Competition and Conspiracy 


Starting in the last decades of the nineteenth century, Indians 
began to question the nature of British rule in India. They 
began to ask many of the questions which the British had 
asked in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century: 
How was India conquered? How is India ruled? As the 
questioners began to be perceived as a threat to the 
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continuation of the British natural right to rule India and as 
the questioners did not fit neatly into the feudal socio- 
political theory, a new theory had to be developed. The 
essentials of the new theory included the following: India was 
a land of groups (castes), races, languages, regions, religions, 
‘communities’, and interests (peasants, merchants, land- 
lords). This myriad of cross-cutting groupings and interests 
would lead inevitably to a Hobbesian war of all against all if it 
were not for the strong but even-handed rule of the British. 

The flavour and sense of this theory can be obtained from a 
recent historian of Indian nationalism, Anil Seal: 


The impact of western government disturbed, and in some 
places upset, the traditional rankings of hierarchy and dominance 
in local society, thus increasing the competitiveness between 
men of different communities. !! 


After discussing ‘the imbalance’ caused by western intrusion, 
Seal describes the differences between Hindu and Muslim. 


Hindus believed in many gods and worshipped many images, 
while Muslims were monotheistic and rejected idols. . . . Hindu 
castes revered the cow, which Muslims killed and ate... 
Indeed Hinduism and Indian Islam were so heterogeneous that it 
might seem that instead of discussing nineteenth century India as 
the home of two nations, it would be more accurate to say that it 
was the home of none. !? 

Some three quarters of India’s population were Hindu—a term 
loose enough to include peoples of palpably different ethnical 
origin, separated from each other by language, customs, and 
religious rites. . . . Another source of profound division within 
the sub-continent lay in its linguistic differences. Its peoples 
spoke a mass of mutually incomprehensible tongues. By the later 
nineteenth century some 179 different separate languages and 
544 dialects had been identified.'* . 


Sir Arthur Lyall sums up the idea of diversity of India with 
the phrase that India has a ‘population in promiscuous 
ethnical variety.’!* 

In this view of India there is no Indian political order in the 
modern period except that which the British have developed. 
Sir Verney Lovett, an ICS officer of thirty-five years 
experience in India and who was in the later part of his career 
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a specialist in nationalist politics, described ‘the political 
inheritance’ to which Britain succeeded. “The Moghal 
Empire . . . had previously swept away all indigenous poli- 
tical institutions and shattered all semblance of Hindu 
nationality except in the States of Rajputana.’’> The East 
India Company’s servants when they came to establish 
British rule found ‘no stable or organized political institu- 
tions’. In this view India was no longer feudal, as it had been 
a few decades before: 


Everywhere [referring to the eighteenth century] the strongest 
ruled, or tried to rule, by purely despotic methods. Everywhere 
the lives and property of the people were at the arbitrary disposal 
of the rulers. Everywhere armies, or hosts of marauders, 
marched frequently over the country, supplied their wants by 
plunder and left ruin in their train.'® 


By 1920 the British view of the Indian political order had 
come full circle, the feudal aristocracy was gone and once 
again the despots were back. The Indian political order had 
died sometime in the eighteenth century and what was left 
were the competing interests and groups, fighting for what 
little spoils were there for them to grab. But lurking in the 
wings of the British-imposed order, should it collapse or be 
toppled, were some conspirators—the Brahmans. 

_ Hinduism is based on two main doctrines—a social hierarchy 
which decrees the Brahmans as the top group and the theory 
of rebirth based on karma which, according to Lovett, implies 
‘that persons who are so fortunate as to be born Brahmans, 
must have won their position by merit and spirituality.” 
Even English education cannot shake ‘Brahman supremacy’ 
as their ascendancy is temporal as well as spiritual. ‘Neither 
foreign conquest nor domestic dissensions have materially 
impaired a religious and social position which is buttressed 
by the sanction of the ages. Such a supremacy had necessarily 
developed in intense pride of place. . ."*2 The Brahmans 
wanted to re-establish their ancient position not only in the 
social order but to take over the new political order which 
was miraculously created by the Raj in 1885: “The year 1885 
saw the formal inauguration of modern Indian politics.’!® 
Or, in Gordon Johnson’s terms, it is only in the last 100 years 


222 AFRICAN MODELS AND INDIAN HISTORIES 


that Indians have become ‘aware of the uses of political pow- 
er’. Indian politics was looked upon either as a game or a con- 
spiracy. The original conspirators were Brahmans—usually 
Chitpavans. Brahmans could have it both ways—they had 
their traditional position and appeared to the British to be 
over-represented in the English schools and colleges, and 
consequently in occupations developing in the modern seg- 
ment of the society—teaching, law, journalism and the civil 
service. The conspiracy theory could be broadened to include 
other categories such as the bhadralok in Bengal, or it could be 
dropped down from the national level of the society into re- 
gions where one could see regional élites competing with 
each other and with the British. Or it could be dropped down 
to towns and cities where the arena for competition became 
municipal boards and the spoils were road contracts. With 
the coming of the anthropologist in the fifties and the sixties, 
the competition could be dropped into the villages where we 
studied ‘local level politics’ of factions. Everywhere in South 
Asia politics was seen as a seething mass of competitors from 
village to national capital; everyone who wants to compete is 
a conspirator. In this theory there are no ideals, no theories, 
no values except that of a maximization of advantage over 
one’s competitors. 

The theory, developed in the first instance, has an obvious 
function as far as the British in the early twentieth century are 
concerned. It tells them why Indians are unfit for self-rule. 
The prerequisite for stability in India is to preserve ‘undis- 
turbed and indisputable the fabric of British sovereignty, 
which is to the political machine what the iron rails are to the 
locomotive, the foundation and permanent way upon which 
all progress must move.’”° 

What is not clear, though, is why in the twenty-ninth year 
of the independence of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh we 
are still stuck with the same questions and to some extent the 
same answers which provided a ‘charter’ for the maintenance 
of British rule in India. ) 


SAU 
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The Census, Social Structure and 
Objectification in South Asia 


I 


The bulk of social and cultural anthropological field work has 
been done in colonial settings. In a very real way the subject 
matter of anthropology has been the study of the colonized. 
A category of ‘colonized people’ is imprecise and difficult to 
specify, but it would in my terms include groups such as the 
American Indians and Africans transplanted to the New 
World, people who were physically uprooted and placed in 
new locations and relocated in newly created stratification 
systems, to the peoples of much of Africa, South and South 
East Asia—in which the effects of colonial rule have been 
more indirect and are mainly felt through political and eco- 
nomic innovations growing out of the colonial rulers’ aim to 
control products of colonized labour rather than the labour 
itself. Anthropologists, when they have been concerned with 
the process of colonialism, have emphasized the political and 
the economic effects of alien rule and have mainly described 
structural changes in the affected societies. Thus far, there has 
been little attention paid in the study of colonialism to the 
culture of the colonized. 

In use, the concept ‘culture’ in its more recent meanings, to 


denote an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied 
in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in forms 
by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop 
their knowledge about and attitudes toward life’ 
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—rather than older definitions of culture, which are broader 
and tend to emphasize the idea of culture as a ‘way of life’ 
encompassing social as well as cultural systems—is more 
common. In the terms I am using here, culture equals symbol 
systems. 

Historians in general have been much more sensitive than 
have anthropologists to the problem of changing culture in 
colonial societies. Historians of India see cultural change in 
standard terms of intellectual history. They have been con- 
cerned, if I may use a slightly out of date term, with the 
‘impact’ of Western thought on Indian culture. Ten years ago 
this was viewed as a replacement of Indian ideas, concepts, 
and symbols by Western ones. Students of recent India talked 
about Westernization, by which they meant the results of the 
borrowing by the Indian élite of Western ideas about ‘atti- 
tudes towards life’. The ‘Bengal Renaissance’ can be taken as 
an example of the proeess of Westernization. The idea of a 
‘Renaissance’ is clearly Western in origin; it draws directly on 
Western historical experience as well as on the Western form 
of historical thinking, which is linear, in which it was possi- 
ble for Humanists to see the past in relation to themselves and 
to think of a process by which the past is redefined, and puri- 
fied and selected aspects of it utilized for models or prescrip- 
tions for behaviour in the present. Eighteenth and nineteenth 
century European scholars developed the idea of the Renais- 
sance to denote a particular period in Western history and the 
development of a distinctive culture associated with that 
period. In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries both 
indigenous Asian scholars and intellectuals as well as some 
Western historians viewed the development of intellectual 
stances among groups in Chinese, Indian and Islamic 
societies as the same kind of experience that Western Europe 
went through in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. There 
has been an attempt to broaden the concept of ‘Renaissance’ 
to cover the movement of cultural change brought about by 
the contact of Asian societies with the ideas and forms of 
thought developed in Western Europe. I would list the fol- 
lowing as characteristic of these intellectual trends in Asian 
societies. 

The sense that a small, educated and articulate group had in 
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these societies that they were living in ‘a new era’, a dawn, a 

rebirth of culture, is well conveyed by Amiya Charan 

Banerji. 
Superstition and cruel customs played havoc in Hindu society. 
The burning of widows in those days was a common practice. 
The poor meekly submitted to the tyrannies of the rich. The 
woman suffered terribly from many unjust and oppressive cus- 
toms. She was completely dominated by man. Modern science 
had not yet begun to dispel ignorance, superstition and blind 
faith. The Hindu orthodoxy formed almost an immovable bar- 
rier on the path leading to progress and development. This was 
the set-up of the Hindu society specially in Bengal when Ram- 
mohan Roy appeared on the scene. His was the mighty genius 
who tore to pieces the arguments advanced by orthodox pundits 
in support of idolatrous and superstitious practice and of the 
cruel custom of Satidaha. In religion, in education and in the 
political sphere he gave the start to national awakening about one 
hundred and fifty years ago. He was indeed the father of the In- 
dian Renaissance. During the period of the Renaissance, a galaxy 
of inspired religious leaders, great social reformers, noble pat- 
riots, eminent political thinkers and mighty literary geniuses 
appeared in India and especially in Bengal.? 


The quotation from Banerji also highlights another major 
theme of cultural renaissances, certainly as typical of the Ben- 
gal case, and that is the need for purification of religious 
thought and practice. The Bengali intellectuals of the 
nineteenth century sensed that there was a quintessential 
Hinduism, which over the centuries had become encrusted 
with superstition and other unhealthy accretions. 

A third theme related to the need to ‘purify’ Hinduism was 
to make it consonant with European ideas of rationality, 
empiricism, monotheism and individuality. Many Bengalis 
by the middle of the nineteenth century saw the development 
of ambivalence, that they couldn’t totally integrate a purified 
Hinduism with Western rationality. On the one hand this led 
to what was perceived as hypocrisy—or as one writer put 
it—“There are those who believe one way and practice in 
another, who celebrate the puja in the morning and dine of 
veal cutlet and sausage in the evening.” 

This ambivalence, this view of the modern Indian between 
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East and West, becomes a central theme in the Renaissance 
view of its own culture and comes down to the recent past in 
the writings of men like Jawaharlal Nehru: 


I have become a queer mixture of the East and the West, out of 
place everywhere, at home nowhere. Perhaps my thoughts and 
approach to life are more akin to what is called Western than 
Eastern, but India clings to me, as she does to all her children, in 
innumerable ways; and behind me lie, somewhere in the subcon- 
scious, racial memories of a hundred, or what ever the number 
may be, generations of Brahmans. I cannot get rid of either that 
past inheritance or my recent acquisitions. They are both part of 
me, and, though they help me in both the East and the West, 
they also create in me a feeling of spiritual loneliness not only in 
public activities but in life itself. I am a stranger and alien in the 
West. I cannot be of it. But in my own country also, sometimes, 
I have an exile’s feeling.* 


This theme of ambivalence was put in even more stark and 
personal terms by Pratap Chandra Mazumdar, a leader of the 
Brahmo Samaj, a religious reform movement, in 1879, after 
he had heard Ramakrishna, a ‘traditional’ rustic mystic and 
divine: 
What is there common between him and me? I, a Europeanized, 
civilized, self-centred, semi-sceptical, so-called educated reason- 
er, and he, a poor, illiterate, shrunken, unpolished, diseased, 
half-idolatrous friendless Hindu devotee? I, who have listened to 
Disraeli and Fawcett, Stanley and Max Miiller, and a whole host 
of European scholars and divines; I, who am an ardent disciple 
and follower of Christ, a friend and admirer of liberal-minded 
missionaries and preachers, a devoted adherent and worker of 
the rationalistic Brahmo Samaj—why should I be spellbound to 
hear him?° 


€ 

The ambivalence was tied with a discovery or rediscovery 
of the past. This would seem to be almost necessary in terms 
of the ambivalence created by a view of the culture of the pre- 
sent as being one that the intellectuals could not fully accept 
since they had incorporated an European view into their own. 
Following our Bengal example, if the intellectuals accepted 
the European based view of their present, which emphasized 
the aberrations of the society and its religious system, then 
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they would have to reject their own culture or be hypocrites. 
However, if they could find in their past a ‘golden age’ and 
time when their own religion and society were superior, then 
they could argue that Indian civilization at a point in the past 
was the equal of Western society and that the rebirth inherent 
in the idea of a Renaissance was a rebirth of their own tradi- 
tions and not only a borrowing from the West. It became 
imperative for nineteenth and twentieth century Indians to 
develop a knowledge of their own past, the form of which 
might be couched in Western historical terms but the intent 
of which was often ‘to provide a rationale to counter the 
pressure of Western cultural imperialism.°® 

In the twentieth century, with the development of 
nationalism, there was a concerted effort on the part of both 
political and cultural leaders to use historical figures, move- 
ments and symbols derived from the historical record of In- 
dia as a means of relating the struggle against the British to 
the Indian past. In western India the efforts of B. G. Tilak 
and his followers to revive the interest of Maharashtrians in 
Sivaji,’ Bankim Chandra Chatterji’s use of historical themes 
in his novels, particularly in Anandamath,® Savarkar’s First 
War of Indian Independence,? which viewed what the British 
historians call the Indian Mutiny of 1857-9 as the first Indian 
struggle for freedom against the British: all of these can be 
seen as part of a process by which Indians could view their 
own history, identify with it and use it in the development 
not only of political nationalism but in order to try to 
define their own identity. The phenomenon, which I have 
been illustrating, has its counterpart in most parts of the 
world. ° 

To speak only of a Western impact or of modernization, to 
see the process of cultural change and the development of 
new cultural identities as a kind of by-product of an historical 
experience whose major thrust has been political and econo- 
mic, is to miss some of the significance of what has hap- 
pened. Not only have the colonial peoples begun to think of 
themselves in different terms, not only are they changing the 
content of their culture, but the way that they think about 
their culture has changed as well. The Indian intellectuals of 
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Bengal in the nineteenth century and then the whole Western 
educated class of Indians in the twentieth century have objec- 
tified their culture. They in some sense have made it into a 
‘thing’; they can stand back and look at themselves, their 
ideas, their symbols and culture and see it as an entity. What 
had previously been embedded in a whole matrix of custom, 
ritual, religious symbol, a textually transmitted tradition, has 
now become something different. What had been uncon- 
scious now to some extent becomes conscious. Aspects of 
the tradition can be selected, polished and reformulated for 
conscious ends. Gandhi saw ahimsa (non-violence) as quint- 
essentially Indian and shaped it into an effective political 
weapon. B. G. Tilak and Aurobindo Ghose, early nationalists, 
selected from Hindu traditions concepts and ideals which 
could be worked into a new kind of national religious ideolo- 
gy. They reinterpreted the Bhagavad Gita into what has 
become for many modern Indians an authoritative expression 
of Hindu thought. They argued it was the Hindu’s dharma to 
further nationalism; by implication they argued, on the basis 
of their interpretation of the Gita, that violence was justified 
in a righteous cause and that nationalism was a religiously 
given righteous cause. Gandhi also contributed to the ‘objec- 
tification’ of the message of the Gita and the process by 
which the Gita is now looked upon as a kind of Hindu bible, 
as the single most authoritative expression of Hinduism." 

In the current analysis of symbol systems by anthropolog- 
ists, the effort is to see underlying structures, to seek coher- 
ence in the statements made by informants, to seek the rela- 
tionship of cultural categories as expressed in myth and 
rituals, and often to put together cultural expressions which 
on the surface appear to be contradictory. In working with 
informants or in the analysis of texts of particular myths or 
folktales, or in records of particular rituals, the anthropolog- 
ist usually does not have the materials to study directly how 
the particular symbols or symbol clusters or cultural categor- 
ies came to be associated, how they are maintained and how 
they change. Explanations, when they are made in this form 
of analysis, may call upon explanations which are rooted in 
some idea of human nature or are related to particular types 
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of societies, or they are seen as based on psychological differ- 
ences. 

The historian of ideas of literate societies can trace symbols 
through time but frequently has difficulty in relating the 
changes in symbol systems directly to changes in the society, 
or if he can he frequently is not interested in doing so and 
treats ideas and their symbolic expression as sui generis. 
Historians frequently talk of the ‘climate of opinion’, the 
zeitgeist, the ‘feeling of an age’ or the weltanschauung, but 
infrequently tell us how they are established, maintained and 
transmitted. '? In the study of India there are a number of ob- 
vious contexts to probe if one is interested in the process of 
objectification and in the process of the reformulation of In- 
dian culture in the recent past. Educational institutions have 
attracted the attention of historians,'? also Western style 
scholarship, '* the development of printing and literary 
societies,'? the study of the recent history of modern Indian 
languages,'© and studies of the courts and the legal system 
have contributed to the process of objectification. '” 

Central to the process of objectification have been the hun- 
dreds of situations that Indians over the past two hundred 
years have experienced in which precedents for action, in 
which rights to property, their social relations, their rituals, 
were called into question or had to be explained. It was the 
act of questioning the need for explanation to themselves or 
to the British which lies at the heart of the process. As a 
means of exploring the process of objectification, as a case 
study of how the process developed, I will briefly describe 
the structure and function of the Indian census. I think the 
census makes a good case study of the process for several 
reasons. First, it touched practically everyone in India. It 
asked questions about major aspects of Indian life, family, re- 
ligion, language, literacy, caste, occupation, marriage, even 
of disease and infirmities. Through the asking of questions 
and the compiling of information in categories which the 
British rulers could utilize for governing, it provided an are- 
na for Indians to ask questions about themselves, and Indians 
utilized the fact that the British census commissioners tried to 
order tables on caste in terms of social precedence. '® 
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II 
THE PRE-HISTORY OF THE CENSUS 1780-1820 


The history of the Indian census must be seen in the total 
context of the efforts of the British colonial government to 
collect systematic information about many aspects of Indian 
society and economy. The first problem the British faced was 
the development of information on the collection of revenue 
with the acquisition of the right to collect revenues from 
some of the territories in Bengal. In 1769 the British ap- 
pointed fifteen revenue supervisors for the districts of Bengal 
and Bihar from which they had the right to collect revenue. 
The supervisors’ task was to supervise Indian tax officials 
who were to do the actual work. Henry Verelst, Gov- 
ernor of Bengal, drew up instructions for the supervisors, 
which among other things stressed the necessity for the col- 
lection of information on the history of the districts, and on 
the history of leading. families and their customs as these 
affected their positions in relation to landholding. The super- 
visors were to obtain complete rent rolls for the districts 
based upon direct collection of information from local 
zamindars and revenue officials. They were also to report on 
the agricultural and craft production of the districts.' 

It appears that the instructions for the collection of in- 
formation were never systematically carried out by the su- 
pervisors but these instructions were taken by nineteenth and 
twentieth century scholars as the symbolic founding of acti- 
vities that eventually developed into the various Gazetteer 
series published in the later nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.*° Coincident with the attempt to develop systema- 
tic intormation centred on the nature of landholding, revenue 
assessments, and crude information on trade and agricul- 
ture—topographic surveying, exploration and the drawing 
of accurate maps began to develop rapidly.”! 

In the early decades of the nineteenth century special 
inquiries usually. concerned with the functioning of the 
administration of justice or revenue were directed to be 
undertaken either by the Court of Directors, by the Board of 
Control in London or by the Governor General in India. Typical 
of such an effort was the request of the Earl of Moira (Gov- 
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ernor General of India, 1812—23) late in 1814 to district 
judges directed to the question of the functioning of the 
courts but incidentally calling for information on the popula- 
tion of their districts and brief descriptions of the economy 
and society of the districts.” With the acquisition of new ter- 
ritories through annexation or military conquest, individual 
officers of the Company attempted to summarize pre- 
existing records which might yield quantitative information 
of a social and economic sort; they combined with this the 
qualitative assessments of population, land area, agricultural 
and craft production, and discussions of history and govern- 
ment, often based on reports of subordinate officials.” 

Characteristically, these kinds of materials were heavily 
weighted toward political history, with particular emphasis 
on the reigning royal houses and to questions affecting the 
assessment and collection of land revenue. Fortunately 
though, they contain either in separate sections or in passing 
descriptions of the main castes and tribes in the region, which 
are larded with normative judgements about their qualities. 
Estimates of population are frequently given but it is hard to 
find the basis on which these estimates are made. For 
Maratha territories, the estimates seem to have been de- 
veloped out of the revenue records rather than by direct cen- 
sus enumeration.”* 

The first full-scale effort to produce a Gazetteer of India 
was that of Walter Hamilton, A Geographical, Statistical, and 
Historical Description of Hindostan and the Adjacent Countries, 2 
vols, London, 1820. Hamilton’s aim was to ‘reduce the 
Geography of Hindostan to a more systematic form than had 
yet been attempted . . . and at the same time to present a de- 
scription of its internal economy.’ Hamilton organized his 
Gazetteer in major territorial blocks, largely following the 
Mughul provinces and districts. The Gazetteer was based on 
what published materials there were; for geographical in- 
formation his main source was Major James Rennel’s Memoir 
of a Map of Hindoostan, which was published in 1793, on arti- 
cles which had appeared in Asiatic Researches, in the Journal of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal, and on manuscript materials 
found in the India Board. The usefulness of Hamilton’s 
Gazetteer was in the location of many places relatively accur- 
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ately in terms of latitude and longitude, in brief historical 
sketches of the principal states and towns, in mileages be- 
tween locations and in the assembling of what population 
estimates existed at the time. 


EARLY ATTEMPTS AT POPULATION ESTIMATES AND THE 
TAKING OF CENSUSES 1820-70 


Walter Hamilton in his Gazetteer estimated the population of 
India at 123 million. Hamilton was not too clear on what this 
estimate was based and refers in a general way to reports of 
the India Board. Apparently these were partially made up of 
responses in 1801 submitted by collectors to the Board of 
Revenue for Bengal, as well as of the work of Buchanan. 
These cover the Presidency of Bengal and it is not clear how 
he arrived at figures for the rest of India.” 

As part of the materials submitted to the House of Com- 
mons in connection with the investigation carried on at the 
time of Charter renewal in 1831-2, Thomas Fisher, searcher 
of the Record at the East India House, provided a figure of 89. 
million for the population of British India. His figures were 
based on reports for Lower and Upper Bengal submitted in 
1822 and 1826 by the superintendents of police. The method 
used for the Upper Provinces was based on the enumeration 
of villages and the multiplication of that figure by the average 
populations for villages.2° Mountstuart Elphinstone, using 
these figures and then estimating the population of territories 
not reported on by Fisher, came up with a figure of 140 
million.” 

In the first decades of the nineteenth century there were 
efforts made to conduct censuses of various Indian cities. 
One of the earliest reported censuses was done of Banaras in 
1801 by Zulficar Ali Khan, kotwal of the city of Banaras, 
done at the request of the judges of the Appeal Court. He 
based his estimate on the purported number of houses which 
he counted by type, whether stone or mud, and the number 
of stories. He then arrived at an average figure for each type 
of dwelling and came up with the grand total of 582,000. It 
is this figure on which Hamilton based his estimate of 
600,000 for the population of Banaras, which he published in 
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his Gazetteer in 1820. The figure of 600,000 and above con- 
tinued to be used for the population of Banaras in the middle 
of the nineteenth century.”? 

It is clear that this was a gross overestimate on the part of 
Zulficar Khan, who according to James Prinsep (who carried 
out a census of Banaras in 1827-8) used the high figure to en- 
hance the importance of his position as kotwal. Prinsep was 
Mint Master in Banaras and secretary of the short-lived 
Committee on Local Improvements in Banaras. It was in 
connection with this latter job that Prinsep carried out his 
census. He adopted two methods. The first was to have in- 
terviewed the chaudhuris of all of the castes in Banaras, and 
when Prinsep couldn’t determine such an office for a caste he 
undertook direct investigation. This census gave him a figure 
of 152,613. His second method was based on as accurate a 
listing of all the houses in Banaras as he considered possible, 
which he made up from a register being put together for the 
levying of a tax for the cleaning and repair of streets and 
drains. Prinsep then classified the houses as to size and type, 
got average figures for each type on a sample basis, and esti- 
mated the population of Banaras at 181,482. He added to this 
some people living in the suburbs and estimated the popula- 
tion at approximately 200,000. Censuses done later in the 
nineteenth century indicate that Prinsep’s figures were 
perhaps too high and that the lesser figure of 152,000 was 
more nearly correct.*! 

There is reason to believe that not only was the population 
of Banaras consistently overestimated in the first half of the 
nineteenth century, but that of other cities as well. Given the 
methods used it is easy to see why the population may have 
been overestimated. The reasons why the overestimations 
were believed is a more interesting question. I think the 
reasons lie in the perceptions of the cities by Europeans. In 
the early nineteenth century, as in the twentieth century, 
Indian towns and cities, particularly the chauks and bazaars, 
the commercial areas, give a sense of huge crowds. This 
sense comes from the layout of the towns and cities, and 
from the architecture. Town plans in the nineteenth century 
were featured by many narrow lanes with even narrower 
paths leading off them. In cities such as Banaras there were 
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large brick and stone tenements which often seemed to the 
observer to be built without plan and to contain enormous 
numbers of people. Most European travellers described Ba- 
naras in terms of large numbers of people, crowded condi- 
tions, noise and tumult. 


The streets are only a few feet broad, confined with high build- 
ings on each side, so that the sun can hardly penetrate to the 
bottom of the lanes. ?? 

Of the population of Benares, I am unable even to conjecture: 
the streets are so narrow and the buildings crowded to such a 
degree that you can have no conception of the number of people 
they contain.” 

The city of Benares is certainly the richest, as well as probably 
the most populous in India . . . the vast population, the crowds 
of beggars and pilgrims.** 

There are no wide streets in Benares, or large thoroughfares 
leading down to the river, but numerous narrow and intricate 
lanes.” 


In addition to the estimates made in the 1820s for the total 
population of India, the British continued in the 1830s and 
1840s to try to determine the population of India. Most of 
the efforts were based upon the revenue surveys and were a 
by-product of attempts to map villages and lands. The Court 
of Directors called for a more accurate count to be made in 
1846 as they felt that the figure 32 million for Upper India 
(North West Provinces) was much too high and they 
couldn’t believe that the population was close to 500 persons 
per square mile.*© 

The district officers in the North Western Provinces were 
instructed to obtain population figures from revenue sur- 
veys, from statements in reports on education, from settle- 
ment reports and from other surveys carried out in recent 
years. The figures for villages and tahsil were to be tested 
against information supplied by chaukidars and patwaris.. The 
population estimate for districts was to be based on a listing 
of the villages and the estimate of the number of houses in 
each village. The village officials were to provide the house 
counts by each caste. Average figures for the number of 
persons in a house by caste were to be computed. John 
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Thornton, who was secretary to the Lieutenant-Governor, 
was aware that there might be a difference in the number of 
persons in a house depending on the caste. He reasoned that 
the upper-caste houses would have more people than the 
lower-caste households. In addition to a gross figure for each 
village in a district and gross district figures, an effort was 
made to determine how many people were agriculturalists. 
An agriculturalist was to be defined as anyone who derived 
his subsistence in whole or in part from the land, whether in 
wages or in rent, even though he might have other sources of 
income. This may not be the start of the conceptual problems 
which the census of India was to have and continues to have 
with the questions of what is an agriculturalist, what is a 
labourer, what is a primary and what is a secondary occupa- 
tion, and all the various knotty questions of occupational 
categories in the Indian census. But it can be seen that from 
the earliest attempts there were conceptual problems built 
into the economic categories of the census.°’ 

~ We can also see the beginnings of problems in developing 
categories adequate to cover aspects of Indian social struc- 
ture. In the report of Shakespear, the instruction to the 
collectors regarding the question of house, household and 
family was: 


A house or family must be defined according to its local signi- 
fication; perhaps it may generally be defined as a family living 
together, inhabiting a distinct part of a tenement or the whole of 
one or more tenements, in the same enclosure.*® 


As could be predicted with such a vague definition, collectors 
were left to define what a house or family was in their own 
terms. Two operational definitions of family seem to have 
been used. One was based on multiple criteria of common 
expenditure’? and the other was based on eating from a com- 
mon hearth.*° Those involved in this early effort at a census 
soon found difficulties even with questions of age, not only 
the difficulties of getting absolute age but also of trying to get 
estimates of the number of adults and the number of chil- 
dren. At what age was a young male considered to be a child 
and at what age was he to be considered an adult? This ques- 
tion was left to individual collectors and A. A. Roberts in the 
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Delhi district decided as follows: ‘It was ruled that males 
above 12 should be considered men, and under that age as 
boys; and females above 10 should be enumerated as women 
and under that age as girls.” Notwithstanding the selection of 
these early ages, the tendency of the people was to consider 
still younger persons as men and women.*! Roberts also 
found problems in getting estimates of the number of 
females, as the Hindus consistently underestimated the num- 
ber. This was a problem which Prinsep also found in Banaras 
when he questioned chaudhuris of the castes as to their num- 
bers, since women were not reported. 

Within five years of the publication of the census of 1847 
orders were given that another census be carried out because 
of the inaccuracies of the previous census. This census was to 
be carried out by an actual enumeration of the total popula- 
tion of the North West Provinces and was to be carried out 
on the same day, 1 January 1853.*? This census was to record 
occupation as well as the number of people, households, and 
the number of villages. The actual enumeration was to be 
carried out by patwaris assisted by the village police, and in 
towns and cities by the heads of wards. In rural areas the 
work of the patwaris was to be supervised by the tahsildars, 
and that of the tahsildars by the collectors. There was an 
effort to make specific the definition of family—‘Those who 
live together or who cook their food at the same hearth.’* 
The problem of what an agriculturalist was was not much 
advanced—‘Those families are to be shown as agricultural of 
whom the head derives the whole or any part of his subsist- 
ence from the possession or the cultivation of land.’ 

Christian, in his summary of the findings, pointed to the 
high density of the population, which was 420 to the square 
mile for the whole of the North Western Provinces, and 
reached over 600 persons per square mile in the Eastern part 
of the province. He tried to disarm the critics in London— 
who had used such high density figures as an indication of the 
inaccuracies of previous counts—by pointing out that this 
would in no way seem strange to those familiar with Indian 
conditions, and said that if anything there was probably an 
underestimation rather than an overestimation in the popula- 
tion figures for the North Western Provinces. *° 
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Christian was not satisfied with the way in which agricul- 
turalists were counted. He felt too broad a construction was 
given to the term ‘agriculturalist’. His solution to the difficul- 
ty was to recommend that in future censuses the caste and 
occupation of the head of each family be recorded. He felt 
that a combined criteria of caste and occupation was the only 
way in which the relative strength of the agricultural and 
non-agricultural classes could be accurately ascertained. 

The confusion amongst the European observers of caste 
arid occupation in the early nineteenth century was quite 
widespread and can easily be seen in the town and district 
censuses which the Bhattacharyas reprint in their Report on 
the Population Estimates of India 1820-1830. There was a 
tendency to report the numbers in a particular caste as if all 
members of the caste followed the culturally assumed 
occupation, even though it was trequently known that not all 
Brahmans worked as priests and not all Rajputs were war- 
riors and landlords. Some observers, such as Walters, who 
did a census of Dacca in 1830, tried to give both caste mem- 
bership and, when the members of the caste followed more 
than one occupation, to give a breakdown by household of 
the occupations they followed. Walters, though, clearly had 
difficulties in deciding what a caste was, since Sudras are 
listed as a caste as well as Banias.*° 


THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MODERN CENSUS I87I-I9QOI 


A full census of India was to have been attempted in 1861 but 
because of the dislocations caused by the suppression of the 
rebellion of 1857-9 and of the sensitivity which the British 
had developed to what, at least in North India, might be con- 
structed as undue interference in the life of the people, the 
census was postponed until 1871-2. A census of most of the 
provinces and princely states was carried out in 1871 and 
1872, but such imperfections, both in administration and in 
conception, developed that not much reliance was put in the 
census at the time. There seems to have been very little effort 
made to make the provincial censuses comparable to each 
other. The rules for recording the heads of households 
differed from province to province, certain categories of 
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information, for example on education and literacy, were 
not collected in all pravinces and there was much evidence 
of little co-operation from the population because of 
the fears that the carrying out of the census was for tax 
purposes. *’ 

British census officials always included in their reports 
accounts of rumours which were purported to circulate 
among the Indian population. In Oude in 1869 it was 
rumoured that one male from each family or every fourth 
man was to be taken as a recruit for the army, or as a labourer 
on the roads, or as an emigrant. It was also rumoured that the 
women were wanted for the European soldiers. One report 
circulated that England had become so hot that the Queen 
desired that two virgins might be sent from each village to 
fan her day and night, and the census was merely a subter- 
fuge for the carrying out of the Queen’s orders. *® 

In each of the provinces there were individual difficulties, 
often because of the way in which records were kept or in the 
staffing of the census operations. For example, for twenty 
years starting with the census of 1871-2, there were difficul- 
ties in Bengal in getting an accurate list of villages or, for that 
matter, even defining what a village was. As Bengal was per- 
manently settled, village lists, maps and settlement records 
were not available and there was not the large staff at the 
district and tahsil or taluk level which characterized 
non-permanently settled area». 

In Bengal the first step was to try to draw up an accurate 
list of survey mauzas which would provide the basic geog- 
raphic unit on which the census would be carried out. It was 
found that the list which the police kept of villages on which 
the police circles (thanas) were based was totally inaccurate 
for census purposes because the boundaries of the villages 
were vague and the list was not up-to-date in terms of even 
the presence or absence of some villages. H. Beverly, who 
was Census Commissioner for Bengal in 1871-2, felt that the 
only way an accurate list of villages could be obtained was by 
sending a responsible official to each revenue village to check 
the boundaries and particulars of that village. His instruc- 
tions, which were duly forwarded to the revenue commis- 
sioners throughout Bengal, brought an immediate howl of 
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response that such a check could not be carried out without 
seriously interfering with their regular work. If a special staff 
were appointed, it was estimated that 350 officials would 
have to be appointed for a period of four months at a cost of 
70,000 rupees to visit every village in Bengal, exclusive of 
Bihar. *? 

In the 1881 census of Bengal, it was decided to use a list 
which was in the process of being prepared by the Boundary 
Commissioner, who was an officer of the Revenue Survey. 
The office had been created in 1853 to settle all boundaries of 
revenue and judicial units and to prepare an accurate list of 
mauzas (revenue) villages in each magistrate’s jurisdiction. 
This work was finished in time for the 1881 census and pro- 
vided the basis for drawing up village lists for the census. In 
1891, what was termed the residential village was the basis 
for determining census units. In Bihar it turned out that the 
mauza designation was widely enough known that the re- 
sidential village and revenue village coincided. In Bengal 
proper and in Orissa this turned out not to be the case and the 
distinction between hamlet and village and even the bound- 
aries of dispersed villages were not clear to the residents and 
to the census enumerators. This led to a situation in which, in 
the Cuttack district in Orissa, the census recorded 12,841 vil- 
lages in 1881, 5429 in 1891, and 6347 in 1901.°° 

Also related to the problem of the location of a village was 
the problem that arose of trying to distinguish villages from 
towns. In the 1872 census a town was distinguished from a _ 
village arbitrarily by defining any place with more than 5000 
people in it as a town. The purpose of making distinctions, 
according to J. A. Bourdillon, Deputy Superintendent of 
Census Operations for Bengal in 1881, was to contrast the 
occupational structure of rural and urban people and ‘to show 
how their separate modes of life affect their ages and civil 
conditions, and to display the sources from which our urban 
population is drawn.’°' Bourdillon didn’t feel that a simple 
size criterion was sufficient because places smaller than 5000 
people could have the social characteristics of a town and 
places over 5000 people could be based entirely on agriculture 
and not have any -characteristics of towns. The decision was 
to use an administrative definition of a town as those places 
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notified under the Municipalities Act of 1876 as well as any 
place with more than 5000 people. 


The experience which the census directors had in Bengal 
with the location and definition of a village and town can be 
repeated for almost every province in India and for almost 
every question asked on the census. 

Perhaps the most complex questions for the census takers 
arose over the question of caste. Questions about caste also 
hold the most interest today for anthropologists and many 
other social scientists. G. S. Ghurye, as well as succeeding 
students of Indian society, saw the census itself as having 
effects on the caste system. 


The conclusion is unavoidable that the intellectual curiosity of 
some of the early officials is mostly responsible for the treatment 
of caste given in the census, which has been progressively elabo- 
rate in each successive census since 1872. The total result has 
been as we have seen, a livening up of the caste-spirit.>? 


It might be said that the historical role which Indian rulers had 
played as the final arbiters of the ranking of castes within their 
jurisdiction, including the ability to promote as well as demote 
castes, was now transferred by the people to the new rulers; and 
the ranks accorded to castes in census reports became the equiva- 
lent of traditional copper-plate grants declaring the status, rank 
and privileges of a particular caste or castes.*° 


Srinivas and Ghurye raise two very important questions. 
Why did the British officials record the caste of individuals? 
Was it curiosity or was it part of the design on the part of the 
British, as some nationalist Indians believed, ‘to keep alive, if 
not to exacerbate, the numerous divisions already present in 
Indian society.’°* The second order of questions relates to the 
effects of census operations on the consciousness of caste and 
the use of the census for validation of claims to new status 
within the caste system. To these two complicated and im- 
portant questions a third may be added—what influence did 
the census operations have on theoretical views which both 
administrators and social scientists developed about the Indi- 
an social system? Most of the basic treatises on the Indian 
caste system written during the period 1880 to 1950 were 
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written by men who had important positions either as census 
commissioners for all of India or for a province. Among 
these were A. Baines, E. A. H. Blunt, R. E. Enthoven, B. S. 
Guha, T. C. Hodson, J. H. Hutton, D. Ibbetson, E. J. Kitts, 
L. S. S. O’Malley, H. H. Risley, H. A. Rose, R. V. Russell, 
and E. Thurston. Of important works written on caste dur- 
ing this period only William Crooke, C. Bougle, G. S. 
Ghurye, A. M. Hocart, J. C. Nesfield, and E. Senart did not 
have positions important in census operations. This latter 
group of authors as well as many others drew heavily for 
illustration and analysis on the materials generated by the 
census of India. It would not be an exaggeration to say that 
down until 1950 scholars’ and scientists’ views on the nature, 
structure and functioning of the Indian caste system were 
shaped mainly by the data and conceptions growing out of 
the census operations. The census was the necessary prere- 
quisite both for the Imperial Gazetteer and for the Tribes and 
Castes series. Much of the basic scholarly apparatus, which 
continues to be used today for both administrative and scho- 
larly activity, is founded on the work done on caste and re- 
lated subjects as part of the census operations. 

The official rationale for the taking of the census was based 
on administrative necessity. Beverly argued in 1872 that 
without precise information 


regarding the numbers of the people, there was felt to be a sense 
of inconvenience in the administration of Bengal. Without in- 
formation on this head, the basis is wanting on which to found 
accurate opinions on such important matters as the growth and 
rate of increase of the population, sufficiency of food supplies, 
the incidence of local and imperial taxes, the organization of 
adequate judicial and police arrangements, the spread of educa- 
tion and public health measures.” 


It was felt by many British officials in the middle of the 
nineteenth century that caste and religion were the sociolo- 
gical keys to understanding the Indian people. If they were to 
be governed well, then it was natural that information should 
be systematically collected about caste and religion. At the 
same time as the census operations were beginning to collect 
information about caste, the army was beginning to be 
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reorganized on assumptions about the nature of ‘martial 
races’, questions were being raised about the balance between 
Hindus and Muslims in the public services, about whether 
certain castes or ‘races’ were monopolizing access to new 
educational opportunities, and a political theory was begin- 
ning to emerge about the conspiracy which certain castes 
were organizing to supplant British rule. The impetus to col- 
lect information on caste went way beyond the ‘intellectual 
curiosity’ of a few officials and was based in widespread and 
deeply held beliefs about Indians by the British. Ideas about 
caste—its origins and functions—played much the same role 
in shaping policy in the latter half of the nineteenth century 
that ideas about the village community and the nature of 
property played in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Attempts were made in the first census of 1871~2 to collect 
information on caste. The principle of organization was to 
try to place castes (jatis) in the four vamas or in categories of 
Outcastes and Aborigines. The writers of the individual pro- 
vincial census reports tried to classify the castes in blocks. 
This effort failed owing to what Waterfield called intrinsic 
difficulties and the absence of a uniform system of 
classification.” From the beginning of the census operations 
it was widely assumed that an all-India system of classifica- 
tion of castes could be developed. 

In the development of a classification system for castes, 
there were two interlocked but operationally separable prob- 
lems: the actual question which an enumerator asked an indi- 
vidual; then how this answer was interpreted by a clerk and 
eventually by a supervisor of the census of a district or of a 
larger unit. The actual taking of the census was a two-step 
affair. Enumerators were appointed by circle supervisors, 
who were usually government officials. Supervisors were 
patwaris, zamindars, school teachers or anyone who was 
literate. They were given a form with columns on which was 
to be entered information about every member of a house- 
hold. The information to be collected was name, religion 
(e.g. Hindu, Muslim), sect, caste, subdivision of caste, sex, 
age, marital status, language, birthplace, means of subsist- 
ence, education, language in which literate and infirmities. 
There was a one-month period before the actual date of the 


244 THE CENSUS AND OBJECTIFICATION IN SOUTH ASIA 


census in which the enumerator was to fill in the forms, and 
then on the day of the census he was to check the information 
with the head of the household. 

As an aid to achieving standardization in the recording 
of information on caste and subcaste, lists were prepared as 
early as the 1881 census which gave standard names with 
variations for the castes. The supervisors were supposed to 
instruct the enumerators in how to classify responses.” The 
lists of castes were alphabetically arranged giving informa- 
tion on where they were to be found and containing very 
brief notes. For example, 


Shudra, found in Eastern Bengal, descended from maid servants 
by their masters of good caste; also called Golam or Golam 
Kayastha. The term Shudra is also used to indicate the various 
castes supposed to represent the fourth caste of Manu. In this 
sense the term is to be avoided in the census schedules 


or another example, ‘Sutihar, Bihar, a low caste who spin 
cotton thread. In some cases the term indicates the occupa- 
tion only. Its use in this sense should be avoided.’ A list of 
terms which should not be used was also provided. These 
were terms like Baniya, a generic term for trading castes; 
Bhojpura,. when used to refer to all ‘up-country men’; Naik, 
which was a title; or Chakar, which was the name of a sub- 
caste. The list was headed— 


List of vague and indefinite entries found in the census returns of 
1891 that should be carefully excluded from colom [sic] 8 (caste) 
of the census schedules, except in the special cases where the 
term is said to indicate a true caste. Any difficulties that may arise 
should be reported from orders to the District Magistrate. *® 


The lists and instructions did not solve the problem of 
difficulties in the standardization of terminology for the 
enumerators, and, although in Bengal the number of people 
who were not classifiable in terms of their ‘true’ caste drop- 
ped from over 2,300,000 in 1891, there continued to be 
considerable correspondence about the names by which 
people were recorded. 

The second order of problems came in the aggregation and 
presentation of the data on caste. In the 1881 census, the 
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Commissioner for India, W. C. Plowden, decided that the 
caste tables as found in the reports should contain informa- 
tion on castes and tribes which contained more than 100,000 
persons. The castes should be arranged in five categories: 
Brahmans, Rajputs, Castes of Good Social Position, Inferior 
Castes and Non-Hindus or Aboriginal Castes. Plowden fore- 
saw difficulty in separating ‘castes of good social position’ 
and ‘inferior castes’ and the criterion to be used was that 
castes engaged in personal service such as Mehters, Kahars, 
and Dhobis would be in an ‘inferior caste’ class. He believed 
it would be possible to determine other castes, ‘which the 
popular voice designates as inferior’.°° It was left to the 
Provincial Census Commissioner to assign the class to which 
the caste belonged. 

J. A. Bourdillon, Census Commissioner for Bengal, felt 
that the classification proposed by Plowden would do great 
violence to the facts of the caste system as found in Bengal. 
The Hinduized tribes, he felt should have separate classifica- 
tion. He also felt that some groups, such as the Kayasthas, 
Khandaits, and the Babhans, were immeasurably higher. in 
social status than the Koiris and Kumhars with whom they 
were classified and were very close in status to Brahmans and 
Rajputs. Therefore, he proposed a category of intermediary 
castes to come right below the Rajputs and Brahmans. The 
Lieutenant-Governor consulted Rajendra Lal Mitra, the out- 
standing Indian Sanskrit scholar of the time. Mitra set out an 
order or precedence, which included placing the Babhans 
(Bhumihars) in the same category as the Brahmans and 
ranking Kayasthas right below Rajputs. The Lieuten- 
ant-Governor ordered that any doubt about a caste’s social 
position should be resclved by reference to Rajendra Lal 
Mitra’s list. i 

Rajendra Lal Mitra based his scheme on what he termed 
‘Hindu ideas’ of classification. He felt it was not the responsi- 
bility of the census to deal with claims for higher social posi- 
tions such as were put forward by the Vaidyas of Burdwan, 
the Subarnabaniks and the Kayasthas. ‘Its [the census’] duty is 
clearly to follow the textbooks of the Hindus and not to de- 
cide on particular claims. ”®’ 

The next stage in the effort to determine caste precedence 
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in the census grew out of the efforts under H. H. Risley’s 
direction to conduct an ethnographic survey of Bengal. 
Risley drew up lists of castes ordered on the basis of ‘social 
precedence’ and then sent them out to a large number of 
Indians for the ‘expression of your opinion on the correctness 
of the arrangement, considered with reference to your own 
district, or to any part of the country of which you have spe- 
cial experience.? Among the recipients of the list were 
Sheonarian Lal Ray, Deputy Magistrate and Collector of Patna; 
Roy Kumar Sen, Lecturer at Dacca College; Tara Prasad 
Chatterjee, Deputy Magistrate of Burdwan; Asvini Kumar 
Basu, Additional Munsiff, Serampore; Dina Nath Dhae, 
Government Pleader at Dacca, as well as a number of Indians 
not in government employ. The correspondents were in- 
structed to ‘correct’ the printed list by assigning different 
numbers to the castes named. 

Most of Risley’s correspondents were not content just to 
place numbers, but some consulted widely other Indians and 
wrote furious and often very learned notes to justify their 
assignments of rank. Some also heaped abuse on Risley’s un- 
named informants. ‘It is against all notions of caste known in 
Hindu society to say that a Kshatriya or Vaishya is inferior in 
social rank to a Kayastha.’© In support of his position, Sen 
submitted a list drawn up by a professor of Sanskrit at Dacca 
in which Kayasthas were ranked below Mahisyas, a farming 
and fishing caste of Bengal. Another correspondent, a Brah- 
man, didn’t understand why Kayasthas wanted to be ranked 
as Kshatriyas and why they wanted to ‘obtain honours which 
heralds and Ghataks (genealogists) can bestow’. He points 
out that the Kayasthas had done well enough with occupa- 
tional opportunities with which the British government had 
provided them and could outstrip Brahmans in this competi- 
tive field. 

Most of Risley’s correspondents cited sacred texts and 
legends to support their positions, the code of Manu and the 
Brahma Vaivarta Purana being most frequently cited. Kayas- 
tha respondents tended to cite the Ballal Sen story, a legen- 
dary account of the history of Bengal which places Kayasthas 
right below Brahmans. Others cited legal documents and 
English language legal textbooks such as The Digest of Hindu 


THE CENSUS AND OBJECTIFICATION IN SOUTH ASIA 247 


Law by Babu Syama Charan Sarkar, or a document filed in 
the criminal court of Tipperah district in 1823—4—a list of in- 
termarriages amongst castes which led to the founding of the 
present castes of Bengal, signed by 100 pandits. However, 
the most frequent validation for altering Risley’s list was 
reference to learned pandits and Sanskrit scholars. In the 
publication which grew out of Risley’s inquiries, The Tribes 
and Castes of Bengal, 4 vols, Calcutta, 1891, he sidestepped the 
social precedence question by listing the castes and tribes 
alphabetically. 

Risley himself had a theoretical axe to grind inthis and in 
his later publications, which was that ‘race sentiment’ was the 
basis of the caste system. On the first page of Castes and 
Tribes of Bengal, Risley described a stone panel from Sanchi, 
which depicts three ‘aboriginal women’ and a troop of 
monkeys praying at a small shrine. ‘In the background, four 
stately figures—two men and two women—of tall stature 
and regular features .. . look with folded hands and appa- 
rent approval at this remarkable act of worship.’ Risley’s 
interpretation of this scene is that it shows a higher race 
keenly conscious of differences but on friendly terms with a 
lower race. The book attempts to show, says Risley, that race 
sentiment, far from being— 


a figment of the intolerant pride of the Brahman, rests upon a 
foundation of fact which scientific methods confirm, that it has 
shaped the intricate grouping of the caste system, and has pre- 
served the Aryan type in comparative purity throughout North- 
ern India.© 


In the 1901 census, which was done under Risley’s direc- 
tion, the question of caste precedence and of race came 
together and Risley felt that through anthropometric 
measurement he had confirmed his hypothesis that social 
precedence was based on a scale of racial purity. 


THE RABBIT OUT OF THE HAT 


This essay began with a discussion of a general cultural 
process—objectification—and has wound its way through 
some fragments of data and speculation regarding the census 


248 THE CENSUS AND OBJECTIFICATION IN SOUTH ASIA 


of India and particularly the questions connected with the 
accumulation and presentation of data on caste. The implied 
argument is that the census was one of the situations in which 
Indians were confronted with the question of who they were 
and what their social and cultural systems were. I don’t think 
that the act of a census enumerator asking a question of a 
peasant contributed too much to the process. I suspect in 
many instances that the questions weren’t even asked and 
that-many of the enumerators filled in the forms on the basis 
of their own knowledge of their neighbours—particularly on 
questions of caste, language and religion. If there was a direct 
effect of the census on the mass of the Indian population, it 
was on the enumerators. To carry out the census in the late 
nineteenth century at least half a million Indians had to be in- 
volved in the process, and it was probably many more than 
that. The keys to the situation were the instructions given by 
the supervisors to their circle supervisors and by the circle su- 
pervisors to the enumerators. The Indians who mainly on a 
voluntary basis made the census possible were a highly signi- 
ficant group as they were literate and educated, even if only 
at a primary school level. 

~ In the towns and cities there was interest in the information 
which the census generated. The formation of caste sabhas 
and their petitions to have their caste status changed indicates 
this. Recently Thomas Kessinger, found a file in a District 
Record Office in Jullundur district in Punjab, which is a peti- 
tion from a group called Mahtons who wanted to be re- 
corded in the census of 1911 as Rajputs. They based their 
claim on history and to the fact that they followed Rajput 
customs. Their claim was rejected at the district level as 
being too vague. The decision was written by the District 
Census Officer, Din Mohammad, who based his decision on 
the work of Ibbetson in the census of the Punjab in 1881 and 
on the work of the Settlement Officer. Din Mohammad 
argued though that the Mahtons had separated themselves 
from a tribe of hunters and scavengers called Mahtams and 
had become agriculturalists. This separation would be sym- 
bolized by calling the agricultural section of the tribe Mahton 
Rajput. Din Mohammad appears to have accepted the claim 
of the Mahtons that they were recognized as Rajputs by the 
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Rajput Pratnik Sabha of the Punjab and Kashmir, but since 
they didn’t intermarry with the Rajputs they would have to 
be content with being recorded as Mahton Rajput. 

The decision had immediate consequences. Apparently 
some of the Mahtons wanted to be able to join a Sikh 
regiment of the army and hence the recruiting officer for the 
regiment made an inquiry. Also, the Inspector of Schools of 
Jullundur district wanted to know how to rule on a request 
that the Mahtons be eligible for a zamindari scholarship 
established by the Punjab government for Sikh and Hindu 
Rajputs. What is significant in this case is the awareness 
which a rural and obscure group had of the desirability of 
being recorded as Rajputs, not only from considerations of 
assumed social standing but from the direct beriefits such a 
denomination would bring them. 

In 1895, Fazl-i-Rabb, who was the dewan to the nawab of 
Murshidabad in Bengal, wrote a book on the origin of the 
Muslims of Bengal. It appeared both in English and in 
Bengali.®’ In this study Rabb takes W. W. Hunter, the com- 
piler of the Statistical Account of Bengal, and H. Beverly, Cen- 
sus Commissioner of Bengal for the 1871-2 census, to task 
for assuming all the Muslims of Bengal were of low caste ori- 
gin and converted from the Hindu population. In particular, 
Beverly became his target. 


We cannot say whether Mr. Beverly has any ulterior object in 
exposing the Musalmans to contempt and ridicule by publishing 
such unjust opinions and lamentable conjecture and imaginative 
suspicion as he has done.® 


Rabb felt that because the Musalmans were being unjustly 
held up to ridicule before the whole world, the British gov- 
ernment should— 


repair the wrongs done to us Musalman subjects through the 
public writings of Mr. Beverly and [we] solicit that the question 
at issue; viz., that of our origin and ancestry, be thoroughly 
enquired into with the help afforded by history and [that] the 
results of such investigation may be placed on record.® 


In 1931 the consciousness of the significance of the census 
operation had reached a point where Indians were not merely 
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content to petition and to write books: some groups set out 
to influence the answers which people would give in the cen- 
sus. In Lahore, just before the preliminary enumeration, a 
handbill was widely distributed by the census committee of 
the Arya Samaj in Lahore. 


Remember! 

Census Operations Have Begun 
Question You should answer! 
Religion Vedi Dharm 
Sect Arya Samajist 
Caste Nil 
Race Aryan 
Language Arya Bhasha”? 


~ Concern with counting the characteristics of the Indian 
population, which may have started as the intellectual con- 
cerns of a few British officials or the administrative necessity 
of knowing the ‘natives’, had become an object to be used in 
the political, cultural and religious battles at the heart of Pun- 
jabi politics which have been crucial down to the present. 
The movement of objectification had moved by the 1930s 
from a small group of intellectuals in Calcutta searching for 
cultural tools with which to counter Western influences to 
the towns and villages of much of India. In this process of 
classifying and making objective to the Indians themselves 
their culture and society, the census played a key role. 
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The Changing Status of a 
Depressed Caste* 


This paper describes attempts by the members of one 
‘untouchable’ caste in one village to raise their social status. 
The caste is the Chamars, traditionally leatherworkers and 
agricultural labourers, who have long stood near the bottom 
of the regional society of Uttar Pradesh in wealth, power, 
and caste position. Attempts by the Chamars of Madhopur 
village to achieve a higher status must be understood in rela- 
tion to changes both in the village and in the outside world 
as well as in relation to the Chamars’ own internal social 
and religious organization. This paper offers a preliminary 
analysis of some of the complex processes which are in- 
volved. 


I. THE VILLAGE AND ITS ECONOMY 


Madhopur is a large, Rajput-owned village of 1047 acres on 
the level Ganges—Gomti plain. It is located in Kerakat tahsil 
in the south-eastern part of Jaunpur district, UP. Like most of 


* Field work in Madhopur from September, 1952, to August, 1953, was 
supported by an Area Research Training Fellowship of the Social Science 
Research Council and by a scholarship grant from the United States 
Educational Foundation under the Fulbright Act. The author would like to 
express his appreciation to Prof. Morris E. Opler and to Mr. Rudra Datt 
Singh for their direction and encouragement during the field study; to the 
Cornell University India Project for the use of its facilities in the field and 
at Cornell; and to Mr. James Michael Mahar for his comments. This essay 
was first published in McKim Marriott (ed.), Village India (Chicago, 1955). 
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the eastern districts of UP, Jaunpur is densely populated, 
overwhelmingly agricultural, and relatively poor as com- 
pared with the western districts of UP. In Madhopur village 
the agricultural lands are about equally divided between the 
production of rice and the production of other grains such as 
barley and millets, with sugarcane as a leading cash crop. The 
village is two miles from an all-weather road and bus route 
which connects it with the cities of Banaras and Azamgarh, 
twenty-five and thirty-eight miles distant, respectively. It is 
four miles from the nearest railway, which provides trans- 
portation to Jaunpur, the ancient district centre.’ Kerakat 
town, the subdivisional headquarters for Madhopur, having 
a population of about 5000 persons, is fout miles away. 
Descriptions of the traditional village of Madhopur and 
of recent changes there have been published previously by 
Opler and Singh.” 

The Chamars of Madhopur are the most numerous of the 
twenty-three principal caste groups which are resident there. 
Among the 1852 persons enumerated by the village accoun- 
tant in his census of 1948, five castes were represented 
by more than 50 members each: Chamars (636), Rajput 
‘Thakurs’, or ‘Lords’ (436), Noniyas (239), Ahirs (116), and 
Lohars (67). Eleven other local caste groups had less than 20 
members each. 

The twenty-three local caste groups of Madhopur are dis- 
tributed in one main settlement and in nine hamlets in a man- 
ner which approximately symbolizes their relative standings 
in Madhopur society. Twenty caste groups are represented in 
the main settlement together with one of its hamlets. The 
houses of the dominant Thakurs and other high castes tend to 
be located at the centre, while others circle the peripheries. 
Two other hamlets are the residences mainly of Noniyas and 
Ahirs, independent tenants who have settled near their 
tillage. No Chamars are permitted to make their residences 
in any of these higher-caste settlements. Instead, their houses 
are found clustered in six outlying hamlets on all sides of the 
settlements of the other castes. 

Chamars, like all other castes of Madhopur, have long 
been subordinate in all economic and political affairs to the 
Thakur landlords (Zamindars) of the village. These Thakurs, 


THE CHANGING STATUS OF A DEPRESSED CASTE 257 


Rajputs of the Raghubansi clan, have held predominant eco- 
nomic and political power in Madhopur since the conquest of 
the village and the region by their ancestors in the sixteenth 
century. All Thakurs of Madhopur today trace their descent 
to Ganesh Rai, who conquered a fourteen-square-mile area 
around Madhopur which is now known as Dobhi Taluka. 
The two sons, and later the twelve grandsons, of Ganesh Rai 
divided this area among themselves into shares (mahals). 
These twelve shares still constitute the largest landholding 
divisions of the taluka. 

The village which I have called Madhopur fell to the lot of 
Madhoram, the eldest grandson of Ganesh Rai. Within the 
village his share was again divided for management among 
his six sons and their heirs into sections which are known as 
pattis or thoks. Each section of the village has its revenue a 
headman (lambardar), who is charged with the duty of de- 
positing the land tax of his section twice each year at the 
Kerakat tahsil treasury. By 1934 the landlord holdings of 
Madhopur had been partitioned into twenty-eight smaller 
shares by ownership, although the original six pattis con- 
tinued as tax-collection units up until the implementation of 
the UP Zamindari Abolition Act on 1 July 1952. Until that 
time every non-Thakur family cultivating land in Madhopur 
did so only as the tenant or through the tenant of a Thakur 
family or a Thakur lineage (also called a patti). 

Zamindari Abolition in 1952 did little to affect the eco- 
nomic and political dominance of the Thakurs either in 
Madhopur or in the immediate region, for it expropriated the 
landlords only from that part of their tenanted lands which 
had not previously been registered as being under their own 
personal cultivation. As long ago as 1906, half the lands of 
Chandwak Pargana, of which Madhopur is part, had been re- 
corded as being under the landlords’ own cultivation. In 
1953, after landlord abolition, Thakur ex-landlords still own- 
ed and cultivated approximately seventy per cent of the lands 
of Madhopur. The few permanent tenants in the village were 
enabled to buy out their parts of the Thakurs’ landlord hold- 
ings by payment to the state government of ten times the 
annual rent, but the landlords who lost land thereby are to be 
compensated by the government. Some ex-landlords, 
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moreover, continue to receive rent from their now protected 
tenants-at-will. Although the old legal bases of tenancy 
under landlords ceased to exist in 1952, most non-Thakur 
families continue to gain access to land only as lessees under 
Thakurs. | 

The relationships which were traditional between landlord 
and tenant tend still to survive in Madhopur. These rela- 
tionships involve much more than strictly economic consid- 
erations. The lessee of a Thakur is called a praja, literally a 
‘subject,’ ‘dependent,’ or ‘child.’ While a man may farm 
the lands of several ‘Thakurs, he has a primary and lasting 
socio-economic tie with the Thakur on whose land he had 
originally built his house. The Thakur is considered to be 
responsible for the welfare of his tenants, and responsible for 
their care in need and ill health. Each tenant in turn owes alle- 
giance and support to his Thakur. The landlord-tenant tie is 
‘dramatized at life-cycle ceremonials, when the tenant per- 
forms ceremonial services and is fed in return by his Thakur. 
At festivals, too, the tenant receives gifts of food from his 
Thakur. The tenant’s tie with his Thakur is clear also in dis- 
putes: the tenants of each Thakur support him, even to the 
extent of doing violence to his adversary. 

Much like the traditional relationship between a landlord 
and his tenant is the relationship between a Thakur and his 
agricultural labourers. Permanent ‘plowmen’ (halvahas), who 
do every sort of agricultural work, are the most subordinate 
of the kinds of agricultural labourers. In Madhopur these 
labourers are usually Chamars. Members of other caste 
groups in the village also do agricultural work, but since the 
Chamars are the most numerous of the impoverished lower 
castes, an employer talking about his ‘labourers’ is most like- 
ly to be referring to his Chamars. 

Besides its tenants and labourers, every Thakur family, 
acting as patron (jajman), also has traditional workers (par- 
juniyas), who provide specialized goods and services. Among 
the traditional workers of each Thakur family are the Kahar 
(water carrier), Nai (barber), Brahman priest, Lohar 
(carpenter-blacksmith), kohar (potter), Chamar (leatherwor- 
ker and midwife), Bari (betel-leaf distributor) and Dhobi 
(washerman). In return for their services the traditional 
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workers are given biannual payments in grain and are some- 
times given the use of a piece of land. The patron-worker tie 
is a hereditary one: a patron cannot arbitrarily change a tradi- 
tional worker, and no one other than the hereditary worker 
will perform the traditional work for a patron, under threat 
of outcasting. Similarly, a traditional worker cannot change a 
patron without the permission of the patron and of his own 
caste. Members of castes other than the Thakurs have their 
traditional worker families also, usually four: barber, 
carpenter-blacksmith, potter, and Chamar. Members of low 
castes usually employ the same traditional worker families 
which are employed by their own respective Thakurs. 


II. THE CHAMARS THEMSELVES 


A. Kinship Organization 


Within this complex village of Madhopur, with its elaborate 
intercaste connections, are found 122 joint households of 
Chamars. Each joint household (ghar) is conceived as a group 
of related persons who eat from the same hearth and share all 
of their property and labour. Chamar joint households con- 
tain on the average a fraction over five persons each. The 
joint household group tends to be composed of a nuclear 
family, eighty of the Chamar families being nuclear-family 
groups with but a single living married couple, while only 
forty-two are extended family groups with two or more cou- 
ples each. 

Beyond their families and households, Chamars are orga- 
nized into lineage groups composed of persons related 
through the male line, usually residing together in one part of 
a single hamlet. A lineage group usually has as its headman 
the oldest active male and is usually identified by his personal 
name. The headman of a lineage group advises members, 
arbitrates disputes among them, sets the dates for group acti- 
vities, and intercedes for members with other groups in the 
village. If there is a meeting of all the Chamars of a hamlet or 
of the village, these lineage headmen take the most active 
parts. 
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Chamars reside in six hamlets composed of six, eight, fif- 
teen, fifteen, thirty, and forty-eight families, respectively. 
Non-Chamar villages refer to each of these hamlets as a 
‘place of the Chamars’ (Chamarauti); they distinguish one 
Chamar hamlet from another either by its direction from the 
main village settlement or, as do the Chamars themselves, by 
the name of one of its leading residents. In five of the six 
hamlets there is a single leading resident who is known as its 
‘headman’ (chaudhari). 

Hamlet unity is strong. The Chamar men of one hamlet 
often work together in groups when they work for Thakurs. 
A gang of Chamars may be recruited under one contract 
from a single hamlet to do jobs such as well-digging, brick- 
making, or house construction. A Chamar uses kinship 
terms when addressing a Chamar older than himself from his 
own hamlet, but he uses a personal name when addressing a 
Chamar from another hamlet, whether older or younger. A 
Chamar will willingly lend his brass water pot (Jota) within 
the hamlet,is leery of doing so in other hamlets of Madho- 
pur, and will not do so outside the village. 

Eighty-five per cent of all Chamar men in Madhopur were 
born there and, in accordance with the preferred pattern of 
virilocal residence, have brought their wives to live in 
Madhopur. Mothers’ and wives’ relatives outside the village 
nevertheless remain very important to every Chamar man, 
both socially and politically. Visits between affinal relatives 
are frequent and may be long. Often a child spends two or 
three years with his mother on a visit to his mother’s father’s 
household in another village. Members of the mother’s family, 
the wife’s family, and the sister’s husband’s family are invited 
to attend all major feasts and ceremonies such as those at the 
time of marriage and on the thirteenth day after death. Out- 
side ties are annually renewed at the festival of Makar Sank- 
ranti, when men send presents to their daughter-in-law’s and 
sister’s husband’s families. 

Visiting and ceremonial participation with affinal relatives 
serve to maintain important political and economic channels 
for Chamars. If a Chamar gets into trouble with a Thakur in 
his own village, he may still take refuge with his mother’s, 
his wife’s, or his sister’s relatives in another village. He can- 
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not so easily turn to his paternal relatives for help against a 
local Thakur, since they usually live in the same hamlet with 
him and are themselves subordinate to the same Thakur. 
Partly due to such political circumstances, fifteen per cent of 
the Chamar men living in Madhopur today are connected 
with the village through a wife or a mother rather than 
through a father. Over the years, migration among affinal 
relatives’ villages has continued to the point that one-half of 
the Chamar families of Madhopur are remembered to have 
come as ‘outsiders’ in past generations. 


B. Religious Customs 


The traditional part of Chamar religion is typical of the 
religion of the low castes in that it is composed mainly of 
pre-Aryan and non-Brahmanical elements.? Two generations 
ago, Chamar rituals, both public and domestic, were sharply 
differentiated from those of the upper castes. Exorcists and 
mediums (ojhas) dealt dramatically with the spirit world. 
Among traditional ceremonies for propitiation of the village 
godlings the most spectacular were the fire sacrifices (havans) 
conducted by the Chamars of a whole hamlet at a time. 
These sacrifices were dedicated to Bhagauti and her follow- 
ers, godlings thought to be responsible for epidemic diseases. 
They continue to be performed to the present day. 
Domestic ceremonies of the Chamars also differed greatly 
from those of the upper castes. When a marriage was settled, 
for example, the father of the boy and the father of the girl 
jointly sacrificed a pig to Paramesari Devi, the patron god- 
dess of the Chamars and of their marriages. After the sacri- 
fice, the pig was cooked and eaten by the members of both 
households. In the marriage bargain, furthermore, unlike the 
upper castes, Chamars paid no dowry, not even in symbolic 
form. The wedding ritual itself was also simpler than that of 
the higher castes: the groom, accompanied by his father and a 
wedding party, went to the bride’s house for a single day. 
The father of the groom there simply presented the father of 
the bride-to-be with ten seers (about twenty pounds) of 
flour, one saree, and five rupees. Brahman priests had no 
direct participation in any rituals of the Chamar wedding 
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but merely determined an auspicious day on which the 
ceremonies might be held. 

For several generations, however, while most of the 
Chamars of Madhopur have followed their old, distinctive 
lower-caste religious customs, some others have attempted 
indirectly to ‘Sanskritize’* their customs through adherence 
to the Siva Narayan sect. This Vaisnava reform sect is less 
than two hundred years old, although its roots go back for 
five hundred years to the time of Ramananda. Ramananda 
was born about the beginning of the fifteenth century,” and 
himself became a member of the South Indian Ramanuja sect 
which worshiped Ram, hero of the Ramayana. Ramananda 
lived in years of .religious and intellectual ferment under 
Muslim rule® when, much as during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, Hindu social institutions were suffering 
attack. Ramananda taught the doctrine that emancipation 
(moksa) could be attained through devotion (bhakti) to Ram 
by anyone, rather than only by men or by persons of high 
caste. Though he did not oppose caste as a social institution 
or attempt to overturn the priestly functions of the 
Brahmans,’ he did include among his disciples a Chamar, a 
Jat, a Lohar, a Muslim, and a woman. And the influential 
sects which sprang from among Ramananda’s followers 
emphasized the use of vernaculars rather than Sanskrit for re- 
ligious purposes. 

The Chamars of Madhopur nominally recognized and still 
recognize their spiritual descent from Raidas, the Chamar 
shoemaker disciple of Ramananda, by calling themselves 
‘Raidasis.’ While the stories and sayings of Raidas were pre- 
served in the seventeenth-century Bhakta Mala® and in the 
Sikh holy book, the Granth Sahab,’ and while stories of his 
abilities and saintliness are widely current among Chamars,'° 
Raidas himself does not seem to have founded an organized 
and enduring sect. '! 

Some Chamars of Madhopur have for several generations 
been more directly and institutionally connected with the 
tradition of Ramananda through the Siva Narayan sect. This 
sect was founded by Siva Narayan, a Rajput follower of 
Ramananda who lived in Ghazipur, a district adjacent to 
Jaunpur, in the eighteenth century. Siva Narayan preached 
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the worship of one God, who is truth; he preached temper- 
ance and mercy. He left sixteen volumes of his writings and 
sayings and established a sect with four monasteries (maths). 1? 
His sect was and is open to members of all castes, but in re- 
cent generations the majority of its adherents have been Cha- 
mars and Dusadhs, a low caste of menials and cultivators in 
Bihar and Bengal. In Jaunpur district the bulk of the adhe- 
rents to the Siva Narayan sect are Chamars, although in 
Azamgarh district some adherents are said to be found 
among Brahmans and Rajputs. The Siva Narayan sect is 
organized in small houses of worship. Each house has a lead- 
er (mahant), an assistant leader, a messenger, and a council of 
five. The leader is generally hereditary but is also educated in 
the sixteen holy books—especially in one of them, the Guru 
Nyas—and in the rituals of the Siva Narayan sect. The leader 
of the Siva Narayan sect for Madhopur is also the leader for 
six or seven other villages surrounding Madhopur. An indi- 
vidual who desires to become a full-fledged devotee comes to 
the leader and signifies his desire. On the festival of Krishna’s 
birthday the intended devotee receives lectures from the lead- 
er on the tenets of the religion as well as a Sanskrit formula 
(mantra) to be learned by heart. He is then considered to be a 
devotee and a full member of the sect. 

The main local activity of the Siva Narayan sect is the 
holding of public ceremonies (gadis), with singing and rituals 
for the worship of Siva Narayan and his holy books. Such 
ceremonies must be held at least twice a year, on the festivals 
of Krishna’s birthday and Basant Panchami. The forms of 
worship used in these public ceremonies are very much like 
Brahmanical forms of worship, although no Brahman priest 
actually officiates. Members of the Siva Narayan sect, while 
making use of vernacular language, have generally stood for 
the use of more Sanskritic forms of religious worship and for 
more Sanskritic ways in every sphere of life. 

Up until about fifty years ago, along with the traditional 
Chamar religion and the Sanskritized sect of Siva Narayan, 
the Chamars of Madhopur also included many adherents of a 
cult called the Panchon Pir. This cult combined Hindu and 
Muslim elements and had the allegiance of members of many 
castes besides the Chamars. The cult of Panchon Pir has since 
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been fought both by members of the Siva Narayan sect and 
by the higher-caste members of the Hindu reformist Arya 
Samaj movement. 


III. POSITION OF THE CHAMARS IN MADHOPUR 


Because of their low-caste status, Chamars are in some senses 
less a part of the community of Madhopur than are most of 
the other, higher castes. But the community also incorpo- 
rates them in certain central ways and could not do without 
them. 


A. Caste and Social Status 


The status of the Chamar caste has generally been described 
as ‘untouchable.’ In eastern UP they are often dubbed with a 
vernacular term, ‘achut, which means just that. Elsewhere, 
too, their status has been said to be actually untouchable: 
Bhattacharya says that being touched by a Chamar requires a 
good Hindu to bathe with his clothes on.’ Risley places the 
Chamars of Bengal in the lowest grade of the Hindu social 
system, among those ‘whose touch pollutes, whom no Brah- 
man, however degraded will serve, and for whom barber nor 
washerman will work’.'* In Madhopur at the present time, 
however, a Chamar’s touch does not ordinarily carry defile- 
ment to the body of another. When most high-caste persons 
refer to a Chamar as ‘untouchable’ they mean only that they 
cannot take food or water from him, and that his touch will 
pollute food, water, and the utensils used for food and water. 
Chamars are regarded as defiled especially because of their re- 
pugnant traditional occupations of skinning, tanning, and 
midwifery, and because of their reputation for eating carrion 
beef. 

Since the name ‘Chamar’ has accumulated abusive con- 
notations, as in the phrases ‘dirty as a Chamar’, ‘black as a 
Chamar,’ etc., the Chamars of Madhopur prefer to designate 
themselves by other names. Some Chamars call themselves 
“‘Raidasi,’ taking the name of their most famous saint, Raidas. 
Other Chamars, of whom there are many in the next district 
of Azamgarh, style themselves ‘Harijan Thakurs,’ literally, 
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‘children of god- or “untouchable-lords.’ But the Chamars 
of Madhopur prefer to be called by the name of their sub- 
caste, ‘Jaisvara.’ According to local reckoning Jaisvaras are 
the highest subcaste of the Chamars; they will not take water 
or food from or marry with any of the other subcastes. Other 
subcastes of Chamars are looked down on by them for doing 
jobs which Jaisvaras will not consider doing. For example, 
Jhusiya Chamars will carry palanquins and bear heavy bur- 
dens on carrying poles. Any Jaisvara who did either of these 
jobs would be summarily outcasted. 

Towards members of higher castes and especially towards 
Thakurs the behaviour of Chamars shows formal respect and 
deference. A Chamar lets a Thakur precede him on a path. If 
he meets a Thakur coming towards him on a path, a Chamar 
will step off the path, bow, and salute him by folding his 
hands together. A Chamar will let a Thakur start the con- 
versation even if he goes to a Thakur’s house with a specific 
request. The Chamar’s inferior social position is shown also 
in the rules of seating arrangements by which the Chamar is 
required to sit on the ground while the Thakur sits on a string 
cot (charpai). If a Chamar is seated on a string cot when a 
Thakur passes by, the Chamar rises until the Thakur passes. 
If the Thakur stays to talk with the Chamar he is given the 
string cot, and the Chamar squats on the ground. 

Older Chamars extend some kinship terminology and be- 
haviour to their Thakurs. Some address Thakurs even of 
their own age as ‘father’s father’ (baba). Older Chamars feel 
that a Thakur should receive the same respect as a father or 
grandfather. One informant, when retelling an incident in 
which his Thakur had beaten him, asked, ‘how could I have 
struck him back? He is my Thakur, and a Thakur is respected 
like a father.’ Older Thakurs often address their Chamars as 
their ‘children.’ Thakurs and members of other high castes 
also formerly used familiar forms of verbs and pronouns in 
addressing Chamars—forms appropriate only for children. 
Now fewer persons use these forms, and their use is general- 
ly resented by Chamars. 

Chamars’ caste-status relations with Brahmans are much 
like their relations with Thakurs. In the use of titles and other 
polite forms of speech, in differences of dress and in the 
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handling of food, Chamars’ lower status is constantly sym- 
bolized. Even in these matters, however, there are wide 
variations in the details of behaviour depending on the 
individual Thakurs, Brahmans, and Chamars who are in- 
volved. Thus some high-caste persons say that Chamars are 
forbidden to use the wells from which high-caste persons 
draw their drinking water; actually Chamars do use the 
drinking-water wells of the higher castes, and little objection 
is raised. 

With castes below the Brahmans and Thakurs, Chamars’ 
relationships are somewhat less clearly structured. Food, 
water, and vessels are still kept strictly separate, and a Chamar 
is never permitted to enter the kitchen of another caste. If a 
man of Lohar or Kohar caste is working at a Chamar’s house 
he will have his own drinking vessel and will draw his own 
water from the well. But the gaps are less severe among these 
castes than is the gap between Chamars and Thakurs: in 
ordinary day-to-day relations, respect and behaviour are de- 
termined less by caste than by individual identity. An elderly 
Chamar who is respected within his own caste may be tre- 
ated with deference also by some persons of castes higher 
than the Chamars. 

There is a potential bond among the Chamars and all other 
low-caste people, no matter what their relative status. They 
are all low-in caste in relation to the Thakurs: all are tenants 
or are in other ways economically dependent upon the Tha- 
kurs. Friendships exist between people of different low 
castes, so that occasionally a Chamar will count a Noniya, a 
Kohar, or a Kahar as a close friend. In all but very formal 
situations they treat each other as equals. It would appear 
that, although castes stand in a graduated hierarchy, the dif- 
ference of status between Thakurs and all other castes of 
Madhopur is greater than any differences of status among the 
low castes themselves. 

For the last fifteen years Chamar children have attended 
the local primary school. There children of all castes study 
and play together. But, at the two school dramas which were 
performed while I was in Madhopur, no Chamar child was 
given an acting part. 
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Chamars occupy a subordinate and partly excluded position 
in the ceremonial life of Madhopur. They do follow the cus- 
tom of mémbers of all the higher castes and do separately 
worship the village gods at times of stress in their own 
households or hamlets. But they do not join simultaneously 
with members of the higher castes in all-village rituals such as 
those held for the propitiation of Kali at times of cholera 
epidemics. As traditional workers of the families of Thakurs 
and other high castes, the Chamars receive food at such fes- 
tivals as Holi, Divali, Makar Sankranti, and Nag Panchami, 
but they do not celebrate these festivals on equal terms with 
members of the other castes. Their role in the annual pageant 
of the Ram Lila is that of bystanders. 


C. Economic Status 


Chamars are economically tied to the village, especially to its 
Thakurs, as tenants, as traditional workers, and as labourers. 

As the tenant of a Thakur, the average Chamar family 
cultivates only a little more than ont acre of land. (The aver- 
age Thakur family cultivates six times as much.) Out of the 
total of 107 acres which the Chamars cultivate as tenants, only 
9 acres are lands on which they hold permanent tenancy 
rights; on the rest of their tenancy holdings in Madhopur 
they are temporary tenants-at-will. Chamars of Madhopur 
therefore stood to gain ownership of very little land under 
the Zamindari Abolition Act effected in 1952. Their only 
gain was to increase the security of their tenure as tenants-at- 
will. The grain which the Chamars grow by their own cul- 
tivation still lasts them on the average for only four months 
of the year. . 

The average Chamar family attaches great subjective 
importance to any lands which it holds as tenant but depends 
for a much larger part of its subsistence and for most of the 
year on the wages which its members receive as labourers. 
Since Thakurs are prohibited by their own caste rules from 
plowing, every Thakur family, no matter how poor, has 
to employ at least one permanent ‘plowman,’ usually a 
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Chamar. Those Chamar labourers who are not permanent 
plowmen generally work as manual labourers by the day in 
local agriculture. The usual daily wage for agricultural labour 
in the village is two seers (about four pounds) of grain plus 
breakfast. 

The Chamars’ traditional work is of less direct economic 
profit to them than is agricultural labour, but nevertheless it 
connects them broadly with other villagers. Skinning and 
tanning are no longer done in Madhopur. Chamars are, 
however, obliged still to cart off the dead animals of their 
patrons of several castes. Chamar women also serve as 
midwives for families of all other castes in the village. In turn, 
the local Chamars are served traditionally by carpenters, 
blacksmiths, potters, barbers, and washermen. 

The Chamars of Madhopur also function as part of a 
village economy which for at least two hundred years has 
been partially integrated with the wider economy of northern 
India. Outside employment is not a recent phenomcnon 
among Chamars of the area: some fought with Clive at Plas- 
sey; others have been noted as grooms and servants of British 
residents; and seventy or eighty years ago large numbers of 
Chamars started to work in the cotton and jute mills, in the 
mines, and in the cities as coolies and rickshaw-pullers. 

The trend toward outside and urban employment has been 
further accelerated in recent years as land has become scarce 
in the village. While the village population has steadily risen, 
the rise of agricultural prices during and after World War II 
has induced the Thakurs of Madhopur themselves to farm 
more and more of their landlord holdings. Some of the lands 
which are now being cultivated under personal direction of 
Thakurs is waste land which has been brought only recently 
under cultivation, but the bulk of it is land from which the 
landlords have ejected tenants. The increase in population 
and the resumption of more land by the Thakurs have created 
a steadily deteriorating economic position for the Chamars 
within Madhopur. . 

Outside employment has gradually increased until in De- 
cember 1952, there were thirty-six Chamars of Madhopur 
residing and working outside the village. With the exception 
of two or three families which have sufficient land, every 
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Chamar household at one time or another sends members 
out to work in the cities. Although there is much temporary 
geographic mobility of Chamars from the village to the city, 
over the last three generations only one family of Chamars 
from Madhopur is known to have settled permanently in a 
city. 


D. Political Status 


Until the middle of the nineteenth century the Thakurs, as 
landlords, were de facto rulers, judges, and arbitrators for the 
Chamars, for the village of Madhopur, and for the whole 
taluka of Dobhi. Each of the twelve hereditary divisions of 
the taluka was led by a chief (sargana)—a man noted for his 
honesty and wisdom, who could influence people through 
these characteristics and through his economic and social 
power. The twelve chiefs met as a panchayat to discuss mat- 
ters of interest to the Thakurs themselves and to the taluka, 
and to arbitrate disputes of every nature that might arise 
within or between any of the 110 villages of the taluka. The 
panchayat members, knowing the villages and the- villagers 
intimately and priding themselves on their own integrity, 
could find the facts, make honest decisions, and enforce their 
decisions. Their penalties included fines, banishment, and— 
in the case of Thakur offenders—outcasting. Decisions of this 
panchayat of chiefs were not subject to appeal before any 
higher authority. Up until 1906 not a single case went up to a 
British-established court from Dobhi taluka, once a final de- 
cision had been given by this panchayat of chiefs. 

Beneath the taluka and within Madhopur itself, four or 
five Thakurs were usually recognized by all castes as informal 
headmen (chaudharis) of the whole village. Occasionally these 
informal headmen sat together as a village panchayat. They 
tended to be selected from leading families in each of the six 
Thakur lineages, which were simultaneously sections for 
land management. The actual selection of informal headmen 
shifted over the years along with changing economic. for- 
tunes and changing personalities in the several lineages. Be- 
hind each informal headman and his family was the physical 
power of those tenants and servants who could be depended 
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upon to follow him, with quarter-staff in hand, if necessary. 
Either through fear, through satisfaction with the system, or 
through ignorance of alternative systems, Chamars and other 
low-caste people were quiet and followed the political lead- 
ership of their Thakur landlords. Through their respective 
caste panchayats, too, people of the lower castes handled 
some of their own crimes and disputes, aided by their control 
of the fearsome sanction of outcasting. 

The picture which I have described thus far of nineteenth- 
century political organization is a somewhat idealized one. 
The panchayat of chiefs and the government of informal 
headmen in the village did not always function well. There 
was no lack of rivalry, jealousy, and friction. The bane of In- 
dian villages, factionalism, did exist in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, and there were fights, killings, and house burnings, 
usually involving land and arguments over land. Jonathan 
Duncan, British Resident in nearby Banaras from 1787 to 
1795, reports that intra-village fights and bloodshed were 
common even in his day.!° Given the organization of the vil- 
lage and of the landholding system, fights in the village over 
land were almost inevitable. Relatives held land jointly, so 
that divisions often fell between brothers, cousins, or other 
agnatic kin. 

From the early part of the nineteenth century there existed 
alongside this informal structure of power a formal, semi- 
hereditary village administration of dual nature. There was, 
first, the land revenue administration contacting the village, 
as described above, through the revenue-headman of each 
Thakur lineage. Appointments of these revenue headmen 
were confirmed by the district magistrate. Imposed on top of 
this village revenue administration there was, second, the 
police administration of the village, answerable to the sub- 
inspector of police and operating through an appointed police 
headman (mukhya), who was usually one of the revenue 
headmen. . 

An attempt was made in the twentieth century to intro- 
duce a formal system of local self-government through the 
appointment of official village panchayats by the district 
magistrate. In Madhopur this appointed panchayat consisted 
of three Thakurs, one Ahir, and one Noniya. It was effective- 
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ly dominated by the families of the Thakurs, and thus failed 
to provide representative government for the village. It had 
little effect on the traditional structure of power. 

Not until after 1906 did that plague of lawsuits begin in 
Dobhi taluka which is so typical of modern Indian villages. 
As more and more Thakurs learned the written law and 
learned how to manipulate the outside legal system, they 
turned more and more to the British-established courts to 
pursue their interests rather than compromising them 
through traditional means nearer home. When people learned 
that there were outside legal agencies to which they could 
turn and which could enforce decisions through the official 
revenue and police administration, the traditional panchayats 
of the village and of the taluka began to wither. 

Until recent years, however, most Chamars have re- 
mained very much under the control of their Thakurs, and 
most continue. to identify their own interests closely with 
those of their Lords and of the Thakurs of Madhopur in 
general. The Thakurs of Madhopur protect the Chamars of 
Madhopur from the Thakurs of other villages, from the 
police, and from any other outside interference. A Thakur of 
Madhopur will become incensed if a Thakur of another vil- 
lage comes to Madhopur and tries to hire or to discipline a 
local Chamar. Even though a Chamar may feel that he is 
abused and exploited in Madhopur, still he feels deeply that 
Madhopur is his village and that it will remain his home no 
matter where he goes. This feeling of identification with the 
village was exemplified by one Chamar whom I questioned 
about a despised form of marriage: ‘We are the Chamars of 
Madhopur and we wouldn’t do a thing like that’, he said. 


IV. RECENT CHANGE 


By the early part of the twentieth century the seeds of social 
change had been extensively sown: a railroad had been built 
near Madhopur, affording wider geographic mobility; boys 
had left the village to go to colleges and universities; the offi- 
cial courts settled more and more village disputes; the Arya 
Samaj movement of religious reform grew strong; elections 
brought political competition on a wider ‘scale; and the 
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nationalist struggle became a reality for the villagers. Along 
with these outside influences, population in the village and 
surrounding area steadily rose. Because of strains on the vil- 
lage economy, more and more residents from all castes began 
to seek work in the cities. Family structure, political be- 
haviour, attitudes towards caste status, and religious customs 
have all undergone notable change. All these happenings are 
summed up by the remark often heard in the village, ‘A new 
wind is blowing.’ 


A. Change in Family Structure 


The Thakurs of Madhopur, and following them at some 
distance the Chamars, have been slowly reshaping their 
respective family structures. Among the Thakurs, family ties 
have grown looser and the importance of clan and village 
has declined. Thakurs are tending to move in the direction 
of less formality and respect for the father, more freedom 
between husband and wife, and smaller household units. The 
stimuli of Western education and urban living have been 
strongly felt among them. 

The small changes in family structure that can be, noted 
among the Chamars, especially among Chamars who have 
attained some education, are not changes in the direction of a 
Western-influenced family but changes in the direction of a 
more orthodox ‘Hindu’ family. Chamars are trying to tight- 
en the authority of the father and place restrictions on the 
wife. While the Thakur wife is coming out of seclusion, the 
Chamar wife is being put into seclusion. The Thakur model 
for the family appears to be influenced by the urban, Western 
family, while the Chamar model is based on the family of the 
Thakurs fifty years ago. A similar chronological sequence 
and typological discrepancy is evident between Thakur and 
Chamar models for caste observances, religion, food habits, 
and many other aspects of social life. 


B. Political Changes 


The twentieth century saw the break up of the Thakur 
panchayats which had once dominated both the village 
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of Madhopur and the whole taluka of Dobhi. The decline of 
these panchayats may be related to changes throughout the 
whole social fabric, but may be attributed particularly to 
changes in the prestige system of the Thakurs and in the for- 
mal superstructure of government. 

Since 1900 more and more Thakurs had begun to derive 
incomes and prestige from working outside the village as 
teachers, police inspectors, printers, and businessmen rather 
than from the traditional sources of landownership and from 
agnatic and affinal family ties. Such externally oriented per- 
sons were much less at the mercy of the sanctioning pressures 
which any rural panchayats could apply. Outcasting lost its 
sting for the Thakurs, for an outcaste Thakur family could 
with increasing ease make marriage alliances with other out- 
caste families or with families in good standing whose desire 
to establish marriage ties with a Raghubansi family out- 
weighed their scruples about the stigma of outcasting. The 
legal, economic, and prestige structures of the village and 
taluka were ceasing to exist as a closed and integrated system, 
but the Thakurs were at the same time learning how to exer- 
cise their power at new and higher levels. The higher admi- 
nistrators, if they are not Thakurs themselves, tend to be of 
high caste and often of landowning backgrounds, so that 
their sympathies generally lie with landlords rather than with 
tenants. 

While the authority of Thakur panchayats began to grow 
weaker, caste organization among the Chamars if anything 
grew stronger. As patron-client and landlord-tenant ties have 
weakened, Chamars haye come to depend more upon them- 
selves for the settlement of their own disputes. Chamars have 
also grown more sensitive about their collective good name. 
It was commonplace a generation ago for a Thakur man to 
have sexual relations with a Chamar woman. This still 
occurs, but the caste is now trying to punish offenders. Eat- 
ing and drinking restrictions for the Chamars have been 
tightened and are strictly enforced. Although Chamars 
formerly would eat with and take water from other untouch- 
ables, they now punish such acts by outcasting. As the Cha- 
mar caste has grown stronger, outcasting by the Chamar 
panchayat has actually become more frequent. 
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The beginnings of elections, first for the District Board in 
the twenties, later for the legislative positions of the 
provincial and central governments in the thirties, helped 
further to weaken the Thakurs’ local and taluka panchayats, 
while they gave still further stimulus to action by Chamars 
and other lower castes. | 

District boards had been set up in India in the eighties to 
give the people some small measure of self-government. The 
initial electorates for these boards were very small, however, 
and many members of the boards were either officials or 
appointees of officials. Only in the twenties, when elective 
representation was increased, did there begin to be competi- 
tion among some of the Dobhi Thakurs for election to 
positions on the Jaunpur District Board. To secure votes, 
candidates had to promise help and support to factions 
among the chiefs of the Dobhi taluka panchayat. Both the 
Thakurs who were candidates and the chiefs of the panchayat 
who were allied with them lost their reputations for honesty 
and impartiality in these elections. Like outside employment 
and litigation, election to the District Board offered an 
extra-village and extra-taluka source of power and prestige. 
members had control of rural education, sanitation, and 
roads as well as access to higher government officials whom 
they could influence to the advantage of themselves and their 
friends and supporters. Village and taluka panchayats became 
small matters by comparison, and fell into desuetude. 

Provincial elections in 1937, which were won by the 
Congress partly after an intensive political campaign, helped 
to stimulate subsequent political action by tenants against the 
Thakurs of Madhopur. Although the electorate was closely 
limited by criteria of property and education, a few low-caste 
people were entitled to vote. One of these was a Noniya, 
who not only voted but also actively supported the Congress 
candidate. The Noniya was an exceptional individual. As a 
boy, he had struggled to get himself an education through 
the eighth grade. He put his education to use by-learning and 
studying the land laws. He quickly realized that, even before 
the formation of a Congress ministry, the permanent tenants 
had possessed guaranteed rights which the Thakurs were 
ignoring. The tenants were so cowed and were kept in such a 
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state of ignorance by the Thakurs that the more powerful and 
clever Thakurs could successfully evict even tenants who had 
legal right to permanency. The Noniya first defended his 
own lands against seizure by the Thakurs and then began to 
advise the other Noniyas, as well as the Chamars who lived 
near the Noniya hamlet, as to their rights. 

Not long after the elections, in 1938 the Chamars made 
their first large-scale attack upon the Thakurs’ position of 
power. They did so by supporting some Noniyas rather than 
their own Thakurs in a dispute over land. This alliance of 
Noniyas and Chamars gave one of the first indications of the 
growing solidarity of the lower castes in opposition to the 
Thakurs. To punish them for joining the Noniyas, the 
Thakurs decided to prevent the rebellious Chamars from 
sowing their winter crop. A gang of Thakurs went to the 
fields -where the Chamars were working, drove off their 
cattle, beat the Chamars, and then went to the Chamars’ 
hamlet where they ripped down the thatched roofs of the 
Chamars’ houses. 

The Chamars held council with the Noniya who was their 
ally. He advised them to complain directly to the district 
magistrate in Jaunpur, while he himself wrote letters on their 
behalf to various officials in Lucknow, the state capital. The 
Chamars, preparing for a difficult siege, took their cattle and 
all that they could carry of their belongings and went to 
Jaunpur. There the District Congress Committee fed ‘and 
housed them. The Chamars immediately hired a lawyer to 
prosecute the Thakurs who had beaten them. 

The Thakurs of Madhopur supposed that the beaten 
Chamars had simply run off to another village. When word 
reached them of the Chamars’ Icgal and political action, they 
were thunderstruck. A few of the more influential Thakurs 
went at once to Banaras, where they contacted a relative whe 
was an employee in the courts. Through him they were able 
to reach the officials in Jaunpur who would deal directly with 
the case which the Chamars were bringing against them. The 
Thakurs were successful in having the case delayed and then 
in having it taken out of the courts in Jaunpur and sent to the 
more pliable subdistrict officer’s, court in Kerakat. The 
Thakurs next bribed the police sub-inspector of Kerakat to 
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delay his report to that court for several months. Meanwhile, 
the court ordered that no one must cultivate the land in 
dispute in order to prevent further trouble. During all this 
time the Chamars had to pay a lawyer, court fees, and other 
expenses, while they were deprived of income from their 
cultivation. After more than six months of postponements, 
the Chamars agreed to a compromise with the Thakurs. 
They dropped their case against the Thakurs, took back their 
lands, and obtained a written guarantee from the Thakurs 
that the Thakurs would not beat them. The Thakurs had 
nevertheless caused the Chamars great loss by attrition. 

The Quit India movement in 1942 and the independence 
agitation of 1946-7 reached the village of Madhopur and 
even touched the Chamars. These political actions were but 
distractions, however, from the Chamars’ own drive for 
power. 

The next principal episode in the Chamars’ struggle and 
their second major defeat came about after the passing of the 
UP Panchayat Raj Act of 1947. Under this act, which 
replaced the previous official, appointed panchayat, a village 
council (gaon sabha) and a rural court (panchayati adalat) were 
to be elected by universal adult suffrage. The village council, 
with thirty-six members, was to take over a large number of 
local governmental powers and responsibilities regarding 
land, sanitation, roadways, rationing, etc. The rural court 
was to try all minor cases from Madhopur and from several 
nearby villages. 

Elections for these new panchayats in 1948 provided the 
occasion for the first successful organization of all the lower 
castes of Madhopur against the Thakurs. The party of the 
lower castes was called the ‘Tenant [Praja] Party.’ Its 
leadership was provided by an Ahir, a Brahman who had 
been a political thug, a Kandu who had lived many years in 
Bombay, a Teli who prided himself on his part in the 
independence movement, and the Noniya who had stimu- 
lated previous legal action against the Thakurs. Several of the 
lower castes were brought into the Tenant Party by their 
own caste headmen. Secret meetings were then held in the 
Chamar hamlets. When protection was promised them 
against possible reprisals by the Thakurs, the Chamars joined 
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the party wholeheartedly. Some Thakurs even associated 
themselves with the Tenant Party from the beginning, partly 
through friendship with its Brahman leader and partly 
through a desire to strike back at old enemies within their 
own caste. 

As the time for the panchayat elections drew near, the 
Thakurs who had been the traditional leaders of the village 
saw that the Tenant Party controlled the bulk of the 
electorate. The influential Thakur who had been the chair- 
man of the old appointed panchayat declined to stand at all in 
the election lest he be defeated. Other influential Thakurs 
likewise withdrew from candidacy. In a final gesture of 
disassociation, the majority of the Thakurs refused even to 
vote against the Tenant majority. 

The lower castes’ Tenant Party thus succeeded in electing 
both a village council and a rural court made up wholly of its 
own candidates or sympathizers. Chamars were elected to 
both bodies. The traditional village leadership of the Thakurs 
had been completely routed from formal control of Madho- 
pur. What was more, the Tenant Party’s strength and its con- 
nections with the district Congress Party at first prevented 
the Thakurs from moving directly against it. 

After its initial success in winning the panchayat elections, 
however, the Tenant Party rapidly declined in power and 
organization. The village council whose offices had been 
won proved unwieldy. Ordinances which the council passed 
to promote cleaning of the village paths, proper drainage, 
and removal of manure piles could not be made effective 
because of the opposition of the traditional leaders who were 
Thakurs and of persons of other high castes. An attempt 
by Chamars to force compliance by court action proved too 
expensive. The village council found itself unable even to 
collect its own tax. Its meetings, scheduled to be held mon- 
thly, became less and less frequent. The Tenant Party was 
disrupted through the bribing of some of its leaders, and 
through lawsuits brought against its members individually 
by certain Thakurs. The low castes, and particularly the Cha- 
mars, lacked the economic base for a long-term fight against 
the Thakurs on whom they were dependent for a livelihood. 
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The final act in the dissolution of the Tenant Party was the 
murder of one of its leaders by a Thakur. 

Thus, although the Chamars found that with their allies 
they could elect a village government and for a short time 
could even coerce the upper castes, they found also that they 
could not sustain themselves in a position of effective domi- 
nance. Today, political solidarity among the lower castes of 
Madhopur has vanished, and there is much discouragement. 


C. Efforts to Raise Social Status 


For the last thirty years the Chamars of Mddhopur have 
struggled consciously to raise their status on another, related 
front—that of the caste hierarchy—but with scarcely greater 
outward success than they achieved on the political front. 

At least two generations ago Jaisvara Chamars in the vicin- 
ity of Madhopur began to outlaw the eating of beef and the 
carting of manure in what proved a futile attempt to gain 
greater respect for the caste. Previously Chamars had been 
thought degraded because of their eating of carrion beef; they 
often had been accused of poisoning cattle in order to obtain 
the meat. Somewhat more than thirty years ago, beef eating 
was banned by the Chamars. Although some Thakurs 
suspect that a few Chamar women still eat beef, Chamars 
maintain that beef eaters would be outcasted immediately. 
Thirty years ago, in opposition to their own Thakurs, some 
Chamars of Madhopur declared also that they would no lon- 
ger carry manure to the Thakurs’ fields. They were compel- 
led to leave the village to escape the Thakurs’ wrath. When 
ultimately these Chamars were permitted to return to the vil- 
lage and were excused from the manure work which they 
had perceived as degrading, Chamar women in general took 
a further step: they refused any longer to make dung cakes 
for the Thakurs’ households. Ultimately, they, too, secured 
a grudging acquiescence from the Thakurs. As for inspiring 
greater respect from the higher castes, such changes of caste 
behaviour receive at best passive recognition, certainly not 
approval. The gain to the Chamars from these changes has 
been chiefly a gain in the vital dimension of self-respect. 
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Chamars are not alone in trying to elevate their caste sta- 
tus. Fifteen years ago representatives of most of the Bhars of 
Kerakat tahsil met to plan ways to raise their status. Several 
educated Bhars who were government officials addressed the 
meeting and told them that they were lowly and despised be- 
cause they raised pigs. The Bhars gave up pig-raising, yet it is 
difficult to say. that they have improved their status in the 
eyes of other castes. They are still regarded as ‘untouchable,’ 
although they are held in better regard than are the Khatiks 
and Pasis of the area, who still herd swine. 

Other castes have made more extreme effarts to raise their 
status. Fifteen years ago the Noniyas of Madhopur went so 
far as to put on the sacred thread and call themselves by their 
long-claimed title of ‘Cauhan Rajputs’. Their action was met 
with violence by the lords of the village, who beat the 
Noniyas, broke their threads, and threatened further violence 
if the act was repeated. Five years ago the Noniyas again put 
on their sacred threads, this time without overt reaction on 
the part of the lords. Now the Ahirs and the Lohars of 
Madhopur also wear the thread of the twice-born, the Ahirs 
calling themselves ‘Yadav Rajputs’ and the Lohars claiming 
to be ‘Visvakarma Brahmans.’ Chamars in nearby villages of 
Jaunpur district and also in Azamgarh district have started 
wearing sacred threads, calling themselves ‘Harijan Tha- 
kurs,’ but so far the Chamars of Madhopur have not joined 
them. 

Such attempts by Chamars to raise their caste status are not 
individual in character or effect, nor are they necessarily 
legislated by large, formal gatherings. Rather, a leader or 
group of leaders in the caste in one village may feel that some 
traditional behaviour should be changed, and the change is 
talked over in the village. Relatives and others who are visit- 
ing hear about the proposed change and carry the news to 
their home villages. If a local group of Chamars decides to 
initiate the change, it decrees that any Chamar who fails to 
conform to the new pattern will be outcasted. Active prop- 
agandizing follows from the initiating village or villages. 
Ultimately, the initiating Chamars determine that they will 
no longer give daughters to or accept daughters-in-law from 
Chamars who did not conform to the change. 
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While the Chamars are becoming stricter about their habits 
of diet, dress, and occupation, the higher castes are becoming 
less strict. Chamars have become very sensitive about such 
matters as accepting food from castes whom they consider to 
be their inferiors, while at the same time some of the Thakurs 
are relaxing their conformity to commensal prohibitions. 
Younger Chamars are less prone to give outward signs of 
respect to Thakurs, and the younger Thakurs seem to expect 
suchsigns less. 

Quite apart from changes in traditional symbols of caste 
status, modern secular education is playing a central role 
in Chamars’ efforts to improve their position. Chamars 
constantly verbalize a desire for more education, and many 
attribute their low position to a lack of education. But those 
two Chamars who have achieved the most education—the 
two Chamar schoolteachers—have not been accorded the full 
degree of respect which is granted to teachers of higher caste. 
Teachers of higher caste are called ‘master’ (mastar), while 
these Chamar teachers are merely called ‘writer’ (munsi). 
Teachers of higher caste are given a string cot or chair to sit 
on when they visit a Thakur’s house, while these Chamar 
teachers are given instead a stool or an overturned basket 
only—a better seat, however, than the floor, which is 
the only place for an uneducated Chamar. One of these 
school-teachers is among the leaders who are most actively 
attempting to make Chamar behaviour accord more with the 
traditional behaviour of the higher castes. Education is an in- 
dividual achievement, but even educated Chamars cannot 
escape an awareness that mobility for them, too, must be a 
group phenomenon. 


D. Religious Changes 


Consistent with efforts to raise their caste status and to gain 
power, the Chamars of Madhopur have in recent years also 
made conscious efforts to suppress their distinctive tradition- 
al religion, to Sanskritize their rituals still further, and to 
emulate the specific religious forms of the higher castes. 
Although they continue to propitiate the goddess Bhagavti 
jointly in ceremonies of the whole hamlet, and although they 
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continue to worship the other village deities as do members 
of higher castes, yet they have made many changes in the rest 
of their religious practice. Chamar schoolteachers, leading 
families, and especially members of the Siva Narayan sect, 
rather than the traditional Chamar panchayat, have been the 
principal agents of these changes. At the same time that the 
Chamars are becoming more concerned with the forms of 
their religion, however, many persons of the upper castes, 
most notably the Thakurs, are being drawn into a more 
secular culture. 

Domestic ceremonies of the Chamars have been modelled 
increasingly upon domestic ceremonies of the Thakurs and 
Brahmans, especially under the influence of leaders and de- 
votees of the Siva Narayan sect. The sacrifice of a pig which 
formerly began the Chamar wedding ceremony has now 
been given up and replaced by the cutting of a nutmeg. The 
practice of giving dowry has been introduced, although the 
boy’s father still gives a token payment to the girl’s father: 
here the transition between bride price and dowry can be seen 
in progress. Chamar weddings have now been lengthened 
from one day to three days, so as to resemble Brahman wed- 
dings. A Brahman priest now conducts every ceremony of 
the wedding except the final rites. While Thakurs now marry 
at higher ages, Chamars are marrying at lower ages: Cha- 
mars of Madhopur now marry at from five to seven years of 
age, whereas they had previously married at from twelve to 
sixteen years of age. Horoscopes are now cast by Brahmans 
for Chamar babies at the ceremony of naming, and death 
rituals have been altered in several ways so as to conform 
more closely with the practices of the higher castes. Adher- 
ence to the cult of Panchon Pir has been eliminated. A new 
emphasis on pilgrimages has helped to Sanskritize Chamar 
religion even more fully. If the older cult of Siva Narayan 
may be said to have paralleled Sanskritic religion, recent 
changes have moved Chamar religion directly toward the 
main stream of the great tradition of orthodox Hinduism. 

Parts of the religious ideology of the Siva Narayan sect re- 
cently have been fused with the social and political aspira- 
tions of the Chamars in annual celebrations of the birthday of 
the Chamar saint, Raidas, in the month of Magh (January— 


282 THE CHANGING STATUS OF A DEPRESSED CASTE 


February). Educated Chamars have played an important part 
in the revival and transformation of these birthday celebra- 
tions. In 1953 the procession and meeting were organized by 
a Chamar member of the Legislative Assembly, by several of 
the Chamar schoolteachers in the area of Madhopur, and by 
Chamar students from Ganesh Rai Intermediate College and 
from the Banaras Hindu University. Chamars from all of 
Dobhi Taluka attended the celebration. The speakers, who 
included a Thakur schoolteacher, spoke of Raidas as a saint 
and pointed out the Chamars’ contribution to the culture and 
religion of India. Several of the speakers used Raidas as an ex- 
ample of a Chamar who, through leading a ‘good life,’ 
gained the respect of the rest of the community. Other speak- 
ers used the opportunity to preach political action to the Cha- 
mars. Saints and devotees such as Raidas are important to the 
Chamars because they reaffirm the Chamars’ belief that 
members of their caste at one time were the equals or in some 
senses the superiors of the Brahmans and other high castes. 
The stories reaffirm the belief that it is not a person’s caste 
status but his devotion that counts. 


V. SUMMARY 


The Chamars of Madhopur, like many other peoples of the 
Indian subcontinent, are in the midst of processes of change. 
These processes of change are complex and even contradic- 
tory. While the Chamars are organizing and fighting for 
social, political, and economic equality with the higher 
castes, they are also trying to borrow and to revive for them- 
selves elements of a culture that the higher castes are shed- 
ding. As the higher castes of Madhopur become secularized 
and are increasingly drawn into an urban economy and cul- 
ture, the Chamars seem to be trying not only to benefit by 
the loosening of some old restrictions but also to buttress 
their own position by adapting these old restrictions to new 
uses. 
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Changing Traditions of 
a Low Caste” 


The Chamars are a widespread and numerically important 
part of the population of North India. Their traditional 
occupation is skinning, tanning, and working in leather; 
however, only a small number of this extensive caste derives 
its income from the traditional occupation, and the great 
majority make their living as agricultural labourers and, 
increasingly in the twentieth century, as urban labourers. ! 

Socially the Chamars are untouchable. In North India this 
is not a literal untouchability, but rather a situation where 
high-caste men will not take water or cooked food from the 
Chamars. In the villages of Uttar Pradesh the low status of 
the Chamar is symbolized by the fact that frequently the 
Chamars of the village have a separate hamlet or quarter on 
the outskirts of the village. In an agricultural village the Cha- 
mar will be found doing most of the heavy agricultural 
labour, as traditional employee of a landlord, as a day labour- 
er, Or as a tenant. Only in rare instances are Chamars econo- 
mically well enough off to be proprietary cultivators. 

As with the majority of lower castes, Chamar religious life 
differs markedly from that of the upper castes. Brahmanical 
Hinduism, as seen from the viewpoint of a village of India, is 
differentially diffused among the hierarchically ranked castes. 
Very roughly, involvement in and knowledge of the content 
of the great tradition follow caste lines, with those at the 
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top—Brahmans, Rajputs, and Baniyas—having the greatest 
involvement and knowledge, and those at the bottom— 
Chamars, Dhobis, and Ahirs—having the least. 

In the past the Chamars of Senapur have centred their main 
religious activity in rituals to propitiate godlings of disease 
such as Bhagauti, Sitala, and local ghosts and spirits. These 
spirits and godlings may be propitiated by offerings of water 
and food on an individual or family basis, or on more impor- 
tant occasions by the offering of ghi and spices by a darsaniya 
(a devotee of one of these godlings) for a whole hamlet, 
whose members will assemble to observe the offering and 
participate in it by singing and praying. Other rituals include 
magical practices to revenge slights, cure diseases, and to 
recover stolen or lost property. 

Chamars appear to lack many of the values and concepts 
which are associated with Hinduism of the great tradition. 
When I discussed matters of the afterlife with Chamars, I in- 
variably heard the statement that they do not know what 
happens after death. They do not have any ideas about re- 
birth. When asked the reason for their very low status, they 
replied that it was fate that had assigned them to this low 
position. The more verbal often answered by relating myths 
which depicted a period when the Chamars were not the de- 
spised untouchables of today. Rather they were Brahmans or 
Rajputs, but through an act of omission or through trickery 
of others they became associated with dead animals rational- 
ized in terms of karma and dharma. 

The stories, myths and legends that Chamars tell deal with 
matters of status, history, diseases and ghosts. Some Cha- 
mars do know stories from the Ramayana and of legendary 
Chamar saints, but, as will be discussed below, this is largely 
due to recent changes in the life of the village and the 
Chamars. l 

The reason for the minimal effect of the orthodox Hindu 
traditions on the Chamars is not difficult to understand. The 
Chamars as achuts (untouchables) are forbidden to hear the 
Vedas. Respectable Brahmans did not and do not officiate at 
Chamar ceremonies. Chamar do not have Brahmans as puro- 
hits or gurus. Some of the local Brahmans, however, do cast 
and interpret horoscopes for Chamars, and will recite 
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satyanarayan kathas, and advise Chamars on religious matters. 
Brahmans do not officiate at Chamar wedding or death cere- 
monies. Theoretically, Chamars were barred temple entry 
until the Constitution of 1949. These prohibitions, coupled 
with Chamar illiteracy and their poor economic position, 
effectively barred Chamars from participation in or know- 
ledge of even village upper-caste Hinduism. 

Chamars do participate in the celebration, in their own 
hamlets, of Divali, Holi, Makar Samkranti, Dasahra, and 
other festivals. Generally the festival is celebrated, as one 
Chamar described it, ‘by putting on clean clothes and eating 
good food’. With few exceptions, Chamars could not give 
any explanation for the celebrations of these festivals, and 
had little or no knowledge of the mythology that surrounds 
these celebrations. 

The Chamars also celebrate some of the life-cycle rites 
which are basic rituals in Hinduism. Chamars have cere- 
monies at birth, marriage, and death. The form in recent 
years is that of traditional, Hindu life-cycle rites, but apart 
from minor services Brahmans play no part in these cere- 
monies; the sacrifices and offerings are pale reflections of 
what upper castes do and the duration of these ceremonies is 
considerably shorter than those of the upper castes. Birth 
ceremonies, instead of being carried out for twelve days, are 
usually completed in five or six. The marriage ceremony, 
instead of lasting three days as it does with the upper castes, is 
over in one day. Mourning is observed for ten rather than 
thirteen days. 

The dominant caste of the village from which I will draw 
my materials are Thakurs (Rajputs) ? The Thakurs of Sena- 
pur are not especially sophisticated or active in religious acti- 
vities; however, the Rajputs are served by Brahmans, their 
life-cycle rites more approximate the rituals as described 
in the sacred literature, and one can hear discussions of 
philosophical-religious points among the Rajputs. Several of 
the older Rajputs have an extensive knowledge of the sacred 
literature. Minimally, every Rajput is well acquainted with 
the Ramcaritmanas of Tulsi Das, and every year during the six 
days before the Dasahra festival (September and October) the 
Ram Lila is performed by the Thakurs of the village. The 
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Chamars as well as all other castes of the village attend this 
dramatic presentation of the life of Ram. The Chamars do 
participate in some upper-caste religious activities, primarily 
in those parts of life-cycle rites which symbolize the ties 
among the Thakurs, their dependants (praja) and traditional 
workers (parjuniya). In the welcoming of the Thakur bride to 
her husband’s village, it is the Chamarin (female Chamars) 
who guides the bride to the village shrines. Food, money and 
other presents which are distributed at Thakur life-cycle cere- 
monies and by Thakurs at festivals such as Makar Samkranti 
are given to Chamars along with other dependants and tradi- 
tional workers. 

The people of Senapur are changing their way of life in 
response to changing social and economic conditions. The 
Chamars as well as the Thakurs are affected by these changes. 
In a previous essay I described the attempts of the Chamars of 
village Senapur to raise their social status, principally 
through attempting to organize themselves to achieve a bet- 
ter power position in the village and trying to Sanskritize 
their behaviour to make themselves more like the upper 
castes in their social and ritual activities.* In the remainder of 
this essay I will describe the relation between urban employ- 
ment, education, and this movement towards Sanskritiz- 
ation, and the attempts of the Chamars to relate to the great 
traditions of India. 


URBAN EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION IN RELATION 
TO THE GREAT TRADITIONS OF INDIA 


In 1948, out of the 1852 people enumerated in a census con- 
ducted by the village accountant there were 636 Chamars, 
436 Thakurs, 239 Noniyas, 116 Ahirs, and 67 Lohars in 
village Senapur. There were less than fifty members of the 
other eighteen castes which live in the village. 

The Chamars derive the principal part of their livelihood 
through farming small plots of land as tenants, and hiring 
themselves out as agricultural workers to work on the land of 
the Thakur landlords. In December 1952, when I conducted a 
census of the Chamars, thirty-six were employed out of the 
village. Ten of these were in or around Calcutta, working 
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largely as unskilled labourers in the jute mills, and eight were 
in Kanpur working in cotton mills. Others were in the coal- 
fields of Western Bengal or in Delhi, Banaras, Bombay, and 
Cuttack as mill hands, rickshaw drivers, or tonga drivers. 
With the exception of two primary school teachers who teach 
in Jaunpur district and a compounder who works in Kanpur, 
all the Chamars who are employed out of the village have 
unskilled labouring jobs, and with the exception of the 
compounder all have left their families behind in the village. 

Extra-village employment is not a new phenomenon with 
Chamars . In the middle of the nineteenth century they were 
often found as grooms working in British households. Sher- 
ring described their relations to the British thus: 


Many of its members are menial servants, expecially those of the 
first or Jaiswara sub-division. They are willing, obedient, pa- 
tient, and capable of great endurance; yet are apt to be light fing- 
ered and deceitful. It is a singular phenomenon, and hard to be 
explained, that, although they come so much in contact with 
foreign residents in India, they should, nevertheless, have been 
so little improved by such intercourse. I believe that of all the 
Hindus who have been brought extensively under European in- 
fluence, they have profited the least.* 


Several of the older Chamars still recall the days that they or 
their fathers or uncles worked for the sahibs. 

The figure of thirty-six Chamars working out of the vil- 
lage does not give an adequate picture of their experiences 
out of the village. The majority of adult male Chamars have 
at one time or another worked away from the village in a 
city. Urban employment is not, however, a way of life for 
these people; rather they turn to it only in dire necessity, to 
raise money to pay for a wedding or funeral, to pay off a 
debt, or to buy livestock. A few younger men work in the 
cities through choice, and some even say they like it, but the 
older men, i.e. those over thirty, seem to prefer the village. 

The Chamar is a sojourner in the city, but the city provides 
a very different social, physical and psychological environ- 
ment than he is used to in his rural home. The Chamar is not 
cut completely adrift from his home ties as he lives in a room 
with Chamars from his own village, or if no Chamars from 
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his own village are in that particular city he will live with ac- 
quaintances or relatives from nearby villages. The Chamar is 
usually found in a building that houses other Chamars of his 
subcaste in an area of the city where other low-caste men 
live. 

In the city the Chamar engages in activities which for caste 
or economic reasons essentially are barred to him in the vil- 
lage. Chamars and other low castes have their own temples 
in the cities.> Chamars also sponsor and participate in bhajans 
in the city. The singing of religious and political songs seems 
to be a major recreational! activity and the few Chamars who 
were pointed out to me as being good singers, usually of 
birha (a type of song associated with Ahirs, having a charac- 
teristic rhythm and form with a religious or historical 
theme), learned these in cities or from men who were trained 
in the form in cities. 

It should be noted that urban employment not only affords 
the Chamar an opportunity for learning the great traditions 
of India, but several of the ojhas (exorcists) and darsaniyas (de- 
votees; specialists associated with aspects of India’s little 
traditions) among the Chamars learned their skills while 
employed in cities. 

Calcutta, Lucknow, Kanpur, and Bombay have Shiva 
Narayan temples. The Shiva Narayan sect is a Sanskritic reli- 
gious movement among the Chamars. The present leader of 
the Shiva Narayan sect in Senapur received his training as a 
mahanth in Bombay and his father, who was mahanth before 
him, was trained in Calcutta. 

I am suggesting that the experience that Chamars have in 
the Indian urban setting may provide them with a chance to 
Participate in activities which enable the Chamar to relate to 
the practices and beliefs associated with the great traditions of 
India. It is usually thought by observers of Indian life that 
urbanization and industrialization will be the main contribu- 
tors to the westernization of Indian life; however, there are a 
few indications that urban employment might be an influ- 
ence in the Chamars’ taking over a more traditional Hindu 
ritual pattern. 

Education similarly has a somewhat mixed effect upon 
Chamar beliefs and practices. First, let me describe what 
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education is for the Chamars of Senapur. There has been a 
primary school which taught up through grade four in vil- 
lage Senapur since the 1880s, but the students were largely 
drawn from the Thakurs and the low but clean castes like the 
Lohars (carpenters and blacksmiths). It is not too clear if 
Chamars were actually forbidden to attend the village school. 
Most informants agreed that in 1952 a Chamar twenty-seven 
years old was the first to graduate from the village school; he 
had entered the primary school about 1936. Chamar attend- 
ance at school has steadily risen since this time. The rise in 
Chamar attendance has been helped by the fact that during 
the war, because of the rise in agricultural prices, many Cha- 
mars could afford to send their children to school. Chamar 
families could forego the labour of their children and could 
afford the costs of sending a child to school. Since Independ- 
ence, Chamars have not had to pay tuition in district schools; 
however, they still have to buy books and writing materials. 

In 1952 there were seventy-two Chamars who were liter- 
ate, seventy-one males and one female. This is out of a 
population of 583 who were above five years of age (187 
males and 296 females). Of these seventy-two, only eight 
were above thirty years of age. One of these men learned to 
read from his son who is a schoolteacher. One learned in 
Bombay during his training as a mahanth. Another was 
taught by a relation, and several learned while working in 
mills or mines, but none of the literates over thirty went to 
the Senapur school. 

In 1952 there were over thirty Chamars children registered 
in the village and about twenty of them attended regularly 
There were 168 Chamars, eighty-three males, eighty-five 
females, between the ages of six and twelve. There are no 
Chamar girls in the village school, and out of the eighty- 
three boys of school age thirty-three were in or had been en- 
rolled in the school. The school was taught by four teachers, 
three of them Thakur and one Kahar. In the past there have 
been Chamars, Ahirs, and men of other castes as teachers. 
Some Chamars believe that their children are badly treated in 
the school, they tell stories of Chamars being kicked and 
beaten with shoes; none of these stories could be substanti- 
ated, and in talking to Chamar children about their experi- 
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ence in school none expressed any feeling of being badly tre- 
ated because of his low status. 

The principal skill that a child learns in the first four years 
of school is to read and write Hindi. The villagers themselves 
speak a dialect of Bhojpuri, one of the dialects of Bihari. At 
one time there was an extensive literature in Bhojpuri; 
however, this seems to have been largely replaced by Hindi. 
Only two Chamars that I knew had books other than school 
texts, and excepting the Guru Anyas (the holy books of the 
Shiva Narayan sect), these were copies of stories from the 
Ramcaritmanas of Tulsi Das. 

As of September 1953 only three Chamars had more than 
four years of education; one had gone through grade eight, 
including the successful completion of teachers’ training 
school in a nearby town. He was a schoolteacher. Another 
had eight years’ education but had failed to obtain a fully 
qualified teaching certificate. He also taught school but was 
not as secure in his position as the first Chamar teacher. The 
third has had seven years of education and was trained as a 
tailor. In 1953 he was trying to obtain enough capital to open 
a tailor shop in the nearby bazaar. 

The fully qualified schoolteacher had taught for a while in 
the village school but a land dispute with a village Thakur led 
to his transfer. He now teaches in a school four miles from 
the village. He seems to be accepted by the students and 
teachers of this school as a teacher and not a Chamar. I have 
seen him at his school, sitting on the same charpai (string 
bed) with high-caste teachers, something he could not do in 
his own village. 

This Chamar teacher speaks Hindi well, dresses very well, 
and upper-caste villagers commented to me that he spoke, 
dressed and acted like a Thakur. 

I gathered a considerable amount of stories and folklore 
from this teacher, principally about Rai Das, a Chamar saint. 
All of these stories, he told me, he had learned by reading. He 
also knew a great deal about the mythology of Hinduism and 
frequently in his conversation made allusions to the tradition. 
This teacher was a vegetarian and often commented un- 
favourably on Chamar customs which deviated from what 
he thought to be good Hindu behaviour. 
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It would appear that some of the Chamars who become 
literate do read, and the literature which they seemingly read 
comprises of versions and accounts of the life of Ram, this 
being reinforced by the annual presentation of the Ram Lila, 
and a few at least read tales of saintly Chamars. Being literate 
enables them to learn aspects of the great tradition which 
formerly had been closed to them because of their low status 
and their illiteracy. 

The Thakurs of Senapur are, relatively speaking, much 
better educated than the Chamars. There is one man with a 
Ph.D. from an American university; at least two with MAs, 
one of whom teaches in a college, and the other is a specialist 
in dairy farming; and several holders of BAs. Many Thakurs 
have had high-school education and at least a dozen of the 
Thakur young men were attending a local intermediate 
college. The Thakurs with college education speak and read 
English and are exposed to the ideas and values of Western 
civilization through their education; in addition, many of 
them go into ‘Western-style’ occupations, college teaching, 
police administration and Western-style businesses, and they 
tend to live in more ‘Westernized’ parts of the Indian urban 
centres. Their education has given them the tools with which to 
begin to relate to the Western way of life. The Chamars who 
become educated are equipped, for the first time, to relate to 
the high tradition of India through their ability to read Hindi, 
and through urban employment which brings them closer to 
religious and social activities that to some extent draw their 
content from the great traditions of India. 


THE TRANSMISSION OF THE GREAT TRADITIONS 


The principal agent of traditionalization among the Chamars 
is the Shiva Narayan sect. The Shiva Narayan sect was 
founded in the eighteenth century by a Rajput follower of 
Ramananda, a fifteenth century religious reformer. Shiva 
Narayan established a sect, the principal tenents of which 
were the worship of one god who is Truth, vegetarianism, 
and the eschewing of the worship of idols. Four maths 
(monasteries) were established: one in Ghazipur and three in 
Ballia. As of 1917, these maths were still active, but the cen- 
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sus of 1911 enumerated only seventy followers in Ghazipur.® 

There have been followers of the Shiva Narayan sect in 
Senapur among the Chamars for three generations. It should 
be noted, however, that the present Chamar followers of the 
sect do not adhere closely to the tenents of the sect, in par- 
ticular in relation to diet and the prohibition of idol worship. 
At present they total fifty active members, and these mem- 
bers belong to a larger group which includes several hundred 
Chamars from seven villages in the area. They are led by a 
mahanth. The present mahanth lives in Senapur, but he was 
trained for his position in Shiva Narayan temple in Bombay, 
where he was a cela (pupil) for several years to learn to read 
the Guru Anyas, the sixteen volume holy book of the sect. 
The holy books are made up of sayings of Shiva Narayan and 
incidents from his life. The sect in Senapur has four hand- 
written volumes, all in an archaic form of the dialect of Gha- 
zipur. The main activity of the sect is the holding of gadis 
(rituals for the worship of Shiva Narayan and the Guru Any- 
as). Gadis are held at least twice a year, on Krsna’s birthday 
and on Basant Panchami, in the mahanth’s baithak (men’s 
house). Upwards of one hundred Chamars, males and fe- 
males, attend. 

At the gadi the Guru Anyas is placed on a low table which 
is covered with a red cloth and is decorated with a garland, 
and has two silver rupees, a string of beads, and some pan on 
it. At gadis that I have attended the table also had vases, a 
rose water dispenser and a small statue of Ganesh. The de- 
votees explained to me that they did not worship Ganesh, but 
since one of the members of the sect owned the statue they 
put it on the table for decorative purposes. 

The ceremony starts a little after nightfall, when the de- 
votees begin to drift in; usually there is group singing to the 
accompaniment of harmonium for several hours. The songs 
which are sung are usually devotional songs, but not neces- 
sarily particularly associated with the sect. I have also heard 
current movie and political ‘folksongs’ being sung. During 
this singing the mahanth and other members of the gov- 
erning council of the local sect, and perhaps a visiting 
mahanth, sit by the table and join in the singing. After several 
hours of singing the mahanth signals for the gadi to begin. 
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Everyone assembled bows his head up and down and then to 
the east as a sign of respect to the God who is Truth. After 
singing of songs from the Guru Anyas the mahanth leads the 
group in the chanting of verses from the book and then reads 
a portion of the book to the group. After the reading the 
book is worshipped with a small havan, a small fire is kindled 
in a clay dish and ghi, dasang (a sacred mixture of ten subst- 
ances), camphor, flower, and betel are offered to the flames 
of the fire. After offering these items the mahanth moves the 
plate with the smouldering ashes around the book. (This is 
called arati.) A conch shell is blown and bells are rung. The 
gadi closes with the passing of a large tray with the plate in 
which the offering was made and the Guru Anyas. Everyone 
inhales the fragrance of the smouldering ashes and makes a 
monetary contribution. The ritual part of the gadi is then fol- 
lowed by several hours more of singing. 

The ritual itself is an attempt to copy a Brahmanical puja. 
And although many Chamar rituals of propitiation or life- 
cycle ceremonies include offerings of ghi water or other 
substances to the accompaniment of the chanting of the names 
of gods and goddesses, this is the only Chamar ceremony I 
observed in which arati was performed or where there was an 
extensive and formal saying of Sanskrit mantras. Other cere- 
monies performed by Chamar religious leaders tend to be in- 
dividualistic, reflecting bits and pieces of ceremonies 
observed. Two educated high-caste men who accompanied 
me to a gadi remarked on the completeness of the ceremony 
and on its obvious and close approximation to the Brahma- 
nical havan. 

The mahanth is a part-time priest; the rest of the time he 
acts as a day labourer but he derives part of his income from 
his position. Unlike the majority of the Chamars the 
mahanth is a vegetarian. The activities and beliefs of the sect 
stand in contrast to other Chamar religious activity in that 
they consciously attempt to copy Brahmanical Hinduism, 
and the source of imitation in the form of the training of the 
leaders in urban. 
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As part of a Chamar wedding ceremony, a party of dancers is 
hired for the entertainment of the guests. These parties are 
usually made up of five or six males, one or two of whom are 
dressed as female dancers. The rest are musicians, usually 
drummers and singers. There were several Chamars in Sena- 
pur who were niembers of dancing parties. 

There was one group, headed by the son of the mahanth of 
the Shiva Narayan sect, they put on a drama instead of a 
dance as entertainment. The story they enacted was the life of 
Harishcandra. 

Harishcandra, according to the version put on by these 
Chamars, was a Rajput king who gave all of his kingdom to 
Vishvamitra, a Brahman, as charity. Vishvamitra then de- 
manded an additional 10,000 mohars (a coin). In order to satis- 
fy this request Harishcandra sold himself in slavery to a 
Dom, and his wife and child to a Brahman. Harishcandra 
worked for the Dom in Banaras. One day his wife came to 
him and begged for fire to cremate their son. Harishcandra 
refused and said, ‘I am no longer king and you are no longer 
queen. I work for the Dom’. At this point the gods inter- 
vened and the couple and the child were carried away and 
restored to their position by the gods. 

The leader of the dance party, a young man of twenty-five 
and son of the mahanth, read the story, which is based on a 
Sanskrit play, in a book. The play emphasizes values, such as 
charity for Brahmans, sacrifice, and divine intervention, 
which are as yet quite different than are usually operative in 
Chamar life. 

Although dancing parties among the Chamars appear to be 
of considerable age, the putting on of a formal drama is of re- 
cent origin, and, in this presentation, we find a conjunction 
of the Shiva Narayan sect in the person of the mahanth’s son, 
a Sanskrit drama, and the fact that the story was read in a 
book. 


THE CELEBRATION OF RAI DAS’S BIRTHDAY 


Rai Das was a Chamar shoemaker who was a follower of 
Ramananda. The Chamars revere him as their great saint, 
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and tell stories of his supernatural ability. In many of these 
stories Brahmans are held up to ridicule and are bested by Rai 
Das, through Rai Das’s superior spiritual qualities. Some 
Chamars when asked their caste reply ‘Rai Dasi’, taking the 
name of their great saint as their caste name. 

In January or February in recent years the Chamars of the 
local region join together to celebrate the birthday of Rai Das 
by a procession, during which a gadi is performed on bullock 
carts, and by speeches. 

In January 1953 the celebration was organized by a group 
of Chamar young men who were students at the local inter- 
mediate college, and prominent participants were a Chamar 
school principal and a Chamar member of the Legislative 
Assembly of Uttar Pradesh. The MLA was elected to a seat 
in the Assembly reserved for untouchables. There was a pro- 
cession from the local bazaar, led by two elephants borrowed 
for the occasion from local landlords. There were also three 
bullock carts in the procession. On one there was a large pic- 
ture of Rai Das, on another a band, and on a third several Shiva 
Narayan mahanths performing a gadi. There were approx- 
imately 500 Chamars in the procession, shouting Rai Das’s 
name. 

The procession stopped in the orchard adjacent to the local 
Intermediate College. The MLA chaired the meeting, and the 
Chamar school principal delivered the welcoming address. 
The first speaker was a Chamar teacher from the local 
teachers college who spoke of the life of Rai Das. He was fol- 
lowed by a Chamar student at Banaras Hindu University 
who told many of the same stories, but urged the Chamars to 
give up all connection with working in leather because it was 
this degrading occupation that was responsible for their low 
status. He was followed by another college student who 
spoke of Ambedkar and his success as a lawyer and politician. 
He also urged the Chamars to raise themselves up. 

One of the Rajput teachers from the Intermediate College 
also spoke. He said that equality of men was a necessity in the 
new India, and that all caste distinctions should be ended, and 
that the Chamars, by following the example of their saint Rai 
Das in living a clean and saintly life, could make themselves 
the equals of anyone. 
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Several young men then spoke of incidents in Rai Das’s life 
where through his saintliness he was able to best Brahmans. 

The celebration was attended by between 600 and 700 peo- 
ple, the bulk of whom were Chamars, but there was a 
sprinkling of members of other castes in attendance. The 
principal part in the celebration in organization, speech mak- 
ing, and cheer leading, was played by young educated Cha- 
mars. The official sponsor of the meeting was the Harijan 
Student League of Dobhi, who looked upon this as an occa- 
sion to instruct their fellow Chamars on the life of Rai Das, 
and the significance of living a Sanskritized life as a means of 
raising their status. All the speeches were delivered in ‘City 
Hindi’, not the local dialect which the Chamars use in their 


daily life. 


SUMMARY 


In this paper I have suggested that there are a number of new 
social and economic situations which are affecting the tradi- 
tions of a group of Chamars in an Uttar Pradesh village.’ Li- 
teracy has enabled the Chamars to relate to aspects of the 
Hindu great tradition through reading stories available in 
vernacular books. Urban employment has enabled Chamars 
to participate in rituals, derived from the Hindu great tradi- 
tion, at low caste temples in the cities. Simultaneously there 
continues an earlier movement, the Shiva Narayan sect, 
whose goal was Sanskritization.® Another strand is repre- 
sented by the celebration of Rai Das’ birthday, which now is 
in the hands of Chamar college students, who are, among 
other things, urging political action. The stories about Rai 
Das have an anti-Brahman tint to them and they stress right 
action and right principles rather than the more orthodox 
activities of worship and ritual. These four strands found in 
the changing Chamar traditions are not completely compati- 
ble, but they all aim to raising the Chamars’ low social status. 
Sanskritization in the form of the Shiva Narayan sect, the 
neo-Hinduism learned from vernacular literature and from 
contact with urban temples and religious activity, directs the 
Chamars to a traditional form of caste mobility of taking on 
the style of life and symbols of the upper castes. The Rai Das 
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stories and the speeches accompanying the celebration of Rai 
Das’s birthday point to a turning away from traditional 
mobility to a use of modern political methods. The ambiva- 
lence is a reflection of the situation the Chamars and other 
low castes are in as they strive to improve their social lot. 


NOTES 


1. The field work on which this essay is based was done in 1952-3, while 
the writer held a Social Science Research Council Area Research Train- 
ing Fellowship and a scholarship grant from the United States Educa- 
tional Foundation in India under the Fulbright Act. The writing was 
done while the author was supported by the Cultural Studies Fund at 
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Madhopur Revisited* 


On first returning to Madhopur, a village in eastern Uttar 
Pradesh, I was struck by how little had changed since I had 
lived and worked there for a year in 1952-53. There was last 
October still the tortuous journey by bus, train, ekka, and 
foot to get to the village; the fields, the houses, and even the 
children looked the same. I soon realized that I wasn’t look- 
ing at the same children but at their younger brothers and 
sisters; similarly my initial impression of no change in the vil- 
lage gave way during my two brief revisits to a more consi- 
dered one that a good deal had changed since I left in 1953. In 
some cases these changes were the results of the passing of six 
years and in others they reflect some of the government’s 
efforts to change the lives of the Indjan villager. 


THE NONIYAS NOW INDEPENDENT 


The lands of Madhopur were until 1951 owned by some fifty 
families of Thakurs (Rajputs) who dominated the 250 other 
families of twenty-two castes living in the village. With 
Zamindari Abolition the Thakurs lost some of their lands to 
the low caste tenants who had been cultivating as permanent 
tenants. So it was natural to expect changes in the relations 
between the low castes and the Thakurs. As an illustration I 
will describe some of the changes in two castes: the Noniyas, 
a low but clean caste, whose traditional occupation is earth- 


* This. essay was first published in The Economic Weekly, vol. x1, July 
1959, pp. 963-6. 
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working and cultivating; and the Chamars, and untouchable 
caste of labourers. 

The Noniyas do not live in the main settlement of Madho- 
pur but in a satellite hamlet a mile away. Before Zamindari 
Abolition they were mainly permanent tenants on the Tha- 
kurs’ lands and, although somewhat geographically sepa- 
rated from the rest of the village, they none the less served 
their landlords and participated in the economic and ritual life 
of the village. Since 1952 the Noniyas have become in- 
creasingly independent of their old landlords—within the last 
three years they have built their own school and are now 
trying, in the face of some opposition from the Thakurs, to 
finance the continuation of the school. At Dashera last year, 
when I was visiting the village, I found that the Noniyas 
were celebrating their own Ram Lila, have built a temple in 
their hamlet, and were not participating in the general village 
mela. Both the temple and the celebration of their own Ram 
Lila, it seems to me, symbolize their independence from their 
former landlords. I still saw Noniyas in the main hamlet, and 
Noniyas still give the Thakurs outward signs of respect and 
deference. But this no longer symbolizes an actual social rela- 
tionship and is rapidly becoming a vestige. 


THE CHAMARS 


On first appearance there is little change to be noted among 
the Chamars. They are still desperately poor and they com- 
plained bitterly of the abuses and tricks of the Thakurs. On 
my second visit I conducted a brief census of the Chamars 
and several things quickly stood out which supported the 
Chamars’ complaints. The census revealed three things: the 
number of Chamars working outside of the village has dou- 
bled in six years, rising from 36 in 1952 to 72 in 1959, this out 
of an adult Chamar population of about 225; there are now 
eight Chamar families who have migrated permanently to 
the cities, whereas in 1952 there was only one Chamar who 
had done so; and in the space of five years at least five young 
Chamar brides have run away where in 1952-3 I could find 
only four cases of wives who had run away over a period of 
thirty years. These three facts pointed to one thing—the 
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markedly deteriorated economic position of the Chamars in 
the village. All the Chamars testified to the fact that they had 
lost a good deal of land since 1953, their lot in the village was 
much harder. Although they could still work for the Thakurs 
they couldn’t get any new land to rent, and much of the land 
they had been renting and cultivating previously had been 
taken away from them by the Thakur landlords. The brides 
ran away because they weren’t getting enough to eat in their 
husband’s homes. 


POSITION GREATLY DETERIORATED 


Previous to 1952 no Chamar owned land in the strict sense of 
the word; all was owned by the Thakurs. With Zamindari 
Abolition, however, those Chamars who were permanent 
tenants on the Thakurs’ land were to become bhumidars. In 
1952 the Chamars of the village cultivated approximately 124 
acres; most of this was as tenants-at-will on the sir land of the 
Thakurs. Only twelve of the 122 households of Chamars had 
any permanent cultivating rights in the land; the rest were 
shikmi tenants (tenants-at-will). Out of the twelve who did 
have permanent cultivating rights, ten had less than a half 
acre and only two had more than an acre. A few of the 
permanent cultivating tenants took advantage of Zamindari 
Abolition to get ownership rights in the land, but the rest 
were content to pay taxes to the government without own- 
ership. Three years ago shikmi tenants were supposed to be- 
come sirdars on the sir land which they had been cultivating. 
The Thakurs, however, were able to manage things so that 
very few of the Chamars got any rights in the land at all. In 
many cases they did not actually eject their Chamar tenants 
from their sir land, but it became widely known that the Cha- 
mars were not entered in the government records as sirdars 
and the Thakurs still kept legal control of the land, so that the 
Chamar tenant could be ejected at any time. It appears it was 
the knowledge that they had no rights in the land and little 
hope of getting such rights, short of expensive and protracted 
litigation, rather than the actual loss of land, which drove 
many of the Chamars from the village into urban employ- 
ment. 
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In some cases there was actual ejection. One family of 
Chamars who had served the same Thakur family as plough- 
men for over three generations had part of their lands taken 
away by the Thakur. The father of the family continues to 
work for the Thakur but his two sons have now left for the 
coal fields of West Bengal. 

The Chamars do not like working outside the village. 
They feel that the cities are unhealthy and dirty, they like 
working on the land, and they miss their families, friends and 
caste fellows when they go to the cities. In 1952 the majority 
of Chamars who worked in the cities from Madhopur 
thought of it as a temporary expedient, to pay off a debt, to 
buy a bullock, to pay for a wedding, or a new house. The fact 
that they thought of it as temporary is seen in their leaving 
their wives and families in the village. Now the families are 
beginning to go as well. There has always been some mobil- 
ity among the Chamars, but previously this has been inter- 
rural, not rural-urban mobility on a permanent basis. In the 
past few years a new pattern of mobility is emerging. 


OTHER EFFECTS OF ZAMINDARI ABOLITION 


The changes of the relations of the Thakurs and Noniyas and 
the Thakurs and Chamars are a direct result of the working 
of Zamindari Abolition. In the case of the Noniyas the act is 
having its intended result; with the Chamars it is not work- 
ing as the framers of the act would presumably wish. But 
even though at the present it is bringing hardship, disloca- 
tion, and unhappiness to the Chamars—and one who is an 
admirer of life in the Indian village can bemoan it, or curse 
the cleverness and unscrupulousness of the Thakurs—in the 
long run it may be the only solution for the Chamars. The 
brutal fact throughout most of eastern UP is that there are 
just too many people on the land. In Madhopur there are 
over 2000 people in the village with just over 1000 acres, and 
someone has to get off the land. 

Traditionally Thakurs are warriors and agricultural man- 
agers. As with many rural people in India, land was the prin- 
cipal source of income and status, and in the village today 
land largely determines a Thakur family’s power and status 
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within the village. In the past when a Thakur had some spare 
money he would invest in land—this is still true today but to 
a much lesser extent as the price of land in and around 
Madhopur is high. Last year a man paid over Rs 2,000 for 
half a bigha of rice land. However, with Zamindari Aboli- 
tion, under which a landlord must himself farm the land he 
has, and in a situation in which there will soon be a ceiling on 
the amount of land a person can farm, Thakurs are beginning 
to look to other ways of using their money. I would say the 
principal form of investment on the part of Thakurs today is 
the education of their sons, so that they may be able to work 
outside of the village and support their families through em- 
ployment. 

Another way Thakurs are using what capital they have is 
in investment in building and commercial activity. In the last 
five years Thakurs have invested money in contracts to build 
irrigation channels, earth moving jobs, and in bidi manufac- 
turing. 


NON-AGRICULTURAL INVESTMENT 


Two miles away from Madhopur on the Benares road are 
large patches of alkaline land, one on each side of the road. 
On one side there are two new shops, a grain godown and a 
cycle shop, both owned and run by Thakurs. There are thir- 
teen buses a day which pass this little commercial centre, 
many of them stopping to take on or let off passengers, and 
there are many rickshaws waiting at the bus stop. Next to the 
already existing shops are the foundations for twelve more 
shops and a large sign proudly proclaiming a new bazaar 
which is to be built on the site. . 

Opposite, a local co-operative, formed by Thakurs of the 
area, is planning the building of a sugar factory. They are a 
long way from realizing the Rs 60,000 they must raise in 
order to get the matching grant from the government, but 
the fact that they have formed a co-operative and have got 
some of the money is a major change. It is important that it is 
the Thakurs and not, as one would expect, local merchant 
groups who are taking the lead in this activity. Zamindari 
Abolition and the rising population are pushing the Thakurs 
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into commercial activity, and although much of it is of a 
minor sort it is still a start. If and when the sugar factory is 
built it will be a major development for the area—it will en- 
able farmers to get a higher price for their sugar crop (the 
sugar is now marketed in the form of gur) and it will provide 
some jobs for both the landless and the newly educated. In 
addition it will mean an expansion of transportation and 
marketing facilities in the region. 


FROM RAIL TO ROAD 


The second time I went back to Madhopur recently I went by 
a different route as there is now a regular bus service which 
goes near the village from Benares, except during and im- 
mediately after the rains. Three years ago a pontoon bridge 
was built across the Gumpti river and is in operation from the 
end of October until the middle of June. Formerly the trip 
from Benares to the village took seven to eight hours by rail, 
ekka, and foot, but now in the dry season it can be covered in 
two hours, an hour and half bus ride and a half hour’s walk to 
the village from the road. 

This is not only a convenience for the villagers, but the 
establishment of the bus route indicates the shifting of the 
whole geography of trade for the village and surrounding 
area. Six years ago those agricultural products of the village 
which were marketed, mainly gur and wheat, were sold 
through a bazaar four miles away, the gur or wheat being 
bought by the village shopkeepers and traders, loaded on 
camels and taken for resale to the bazaar. A villager wanting a 
product not available in the village would go or send some- 
one to the local bazaar, or would bring it from the district 
headquarters twenty-five miles away. Occasionally a villager 
would go to Benates for special things. Although this is the 
pattern which still largely prevails, there are indications that 
this situation will change. 

There is talk that in the Third Five Year Plan a permanent 
bridge will be built over the Gumpti, giving the area all-year- 
round access to Benares, which, although mainly thought of 
as a religious centre, is more important to the villagers as a 
commercial and industrial centre, and will become in- 
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creasingly so if plans for the development of an industrial 
complex outside Benares at Mughal Serai are realized. For 
the people of Madhopur the bus and truck are definitely 
much more important than the railroad, and as this trend 
continues, a roadside bazaar will be much more important to 
them than the river and rail bazaar to which they were 
formerly linked. 


A NEW SOCIETY? 


Is anew society emerging? Clearly I think there is a new rural 
as well as an urban society emerging in northern India, as ex- 
emplified by the changes in Madhopur. The only comparable 
period of rapid social and economic change that eastern UP 
went through was during the first twenty years of British 
rule from 1795 to 1815. During this period the basic social 
and economic structure which we know today seems to have 
been pretty much fixed. Madhopur is going through another 
period of change, but this change may not be all that the 
Planning Commission and those concerned with revitaliza- 
tion of village life may want. 

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the dis- 
tinction between rural and urban, although it could be made, 
did not necessarily represent two different societies and ways 
of life. There was a continuum in social structure, values, re- 
ligion and outlook between the villager and the town dwel- 
ler. There were groups in both city and village who were 
hinged together. The zamindar, the priest and the merchant 
had relationships to the city: they moved freely back and 
forth. The city was a reflection and intensification of the vil- 
lage way of life. Villager and townman could freely com- 
municate as they were of the same culture. 

Today I think this situation is changing. The hinges are no 
longer there. Zamindars face the choice of staying in the vil- 
lage and becoming progressively impoverished or moving 
into ‘white collar” urban employment. The priest faces the 
same choice and the merchant must learn new ways of doing 
business. The richer agriculturalist educates his son for urban 
employment and perhaps for the first generation the son 
maintains his tie with the village, but after that it is gone. As 
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for the landless chamar who has lost his stake in the village, 
he can go to the city as part of the emerging working class. 
Politically the city was formerly the centre of the state, but 
the state was content to maintain law and order and extract 
revenue or tribute from the rural area. Now though the city 
is still the political centre, the goal is not only an extractive 
one but one of guided social and economic change for the vil- 
lage; but just at the time when the state is becoming in- 
terested in the village for the villagers’ sake it would appear 
that the state is least able to affect the villager. 

The government is increasingly the only link between the 
two parts of the society, and although mechanical means of 
communication have increased the cultural linkages between 
village and town are broken. Those groups which had been 
the links are gone. Through the working of land legislation 


Distribution of Landholdings in India, 1954-8 
Ownership Holdings* Operational Holdingst 


% of rural % of % of rural % of 
Size group households total area households total area 
0.00 or less than 

0.005 acres 22.00 — 6.34 — 

Less than 1.00 acre 46.89 1.38 40.23 1.25 
Less than 2.50 60.76 6.31 54.80 5.93 
Less than 5.00 74.42 16.77 70.71 16.79 
Less than 10.00 87.29 35.99 85.58 36.42 
Less than 20.00 95.07 58.94 94.42 59.71 
Less than 30.00 97.57 71.95 97.28 72.81 
Less than 50.00 99.14 84.40 99.09 85.57 
Above 50.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 


* An ownership holding was defined as the area of land held in India in 
permanent heritable possession (occupancy right) with or without the right 
to transfer such title. 

f An operational holding was defined as all parcels of land, located 
anywhere, under a distinct unit of technical and economic management for 
cultivation or other purposes. Ít included land owned and self-operated and 
land leased in. 

Source: National Sample Survey, First Report on Land Holdings, Rural 
Sector, Delhi, 1958. 
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and the rise of population the pressure on land is increasing, 
the size of holdings is going down, there is less and less capit- 
al for investment in farming, and what capital there is goes 
into education for urban employment or for non-farming 
activities. 

In a generation’s time, I think, the village will be in the 
hands of small peasant proprietors, with a floating group of 
landless workers, counterbalanced by a modern industrial 
urban culture. A gap will have developed which is new to In- 
dian history, and paradoxically enough India will develop a 
peasantry in the middle of the twentieth century such as we 
are familiar with in European history of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. 


Chamar Family in a North 
Indian Village: A Structural 
Contingent* 


Social scientists working on questions of the nature, dis- 
tribution, and processes of change affecting the Indian fami- 
ly have generally used simple structural criteria to develop 
the classifications of family types. Most of these scholars 
tend to think in terms of nuclear and joint families. In this 
view the joint family is associated with the rural, pre- 
modern sector of society, and the nuclear family is viewed 
as the result of modern industrial and urban conditions. A 
few scholars, notably I. P. Desai, have pointed to the com- 
plexities involved in the relationships within even what 
appear to be nuclear families, and have argued that the 
whole conception of the joint family in urban India is 
changing but that the direction of change is not simply from 
the joint to the nuclear family: there are many intermediary 
types to be found. Desai has called strongly for the use of 
cultural criteria as well as structural criteria in the study of 
the family. 

Dr. Irawati Karve’s standard definition of the joint family 
strongly suggests the need for cultural as well as structural 
criteria: 

A joint family is a group of people who generally live under 

one roof, who eat food cooked at one hearth, who hold proper- 


* This essay was first published in The Journal of Asian Studies, vol. xix, no. 
4, August 1960. 
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ty in common and who participate in common family worship 
and are related to each other as some particular kind of kindred. 


Karve adds that the joint family always has an ancestral seat 
or locality which is the home for the members of the joint 
family even though trade or service takes them away from 
the locality. 

It is the argument of this essay that not only do we have 
to include these cultural phenomena in our discussions of 
changing family types but that the simple structural criteria 
used to define family type need to be re-examined to deter- 
mine the structural preconditions which set the type of 
family and household that given individuals will live in at 
any given time in their life. Most field workers who talk ab- 
out family structure in India freeze processes which take 
place over time. To analyse family types we have to look at 
the individual families we are studying at a moment in time. 
The view taken here differs from this in trying to view the 
type of family not as a fixed entity but rather as a structural 
contingent. 

In a north-Indian village the distribution of family types 
found is a result of the interaction of cultural traditions, 
structural necessities and economic factors. The types of 
family which can be seen in the village are nuclear [‘typically 
consisting of a married man and woman with their 
offspring, although in individual cases one or more addi- 
tional persons may reside with them’ (Murdock, ‘Social 
Structure,’ 1949: 1)], and extended [‘two or more nuclear 
families affiliated through an extension of the parent-child 
relationship’ (Murdock, 1949: 2)]. Extended families may be 
thought of as two sub-types, unstable and stable; the stable 
ones are those which are often called joint. Extended fami- 
lies, which are the cultural ideal among Hindus in north 
India, develop in response to specific conditions, among 
which are a tradition of living jointly, an economic base to 
support a joint family, sufficient role differentiation within 
the family, clear lines of authority among the generations, 
the need for a labour pool and longevity of members of the 
family. l 

To illustrate the importance of the underlying conditions 
of family types and the actualization of the structural contin- 
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gents, I will describe the situation found among the Cha- 
mars, a landless agricultural caste, found in Senapur village 
in eastern Uttar Pradesh. Senapur is a large multi-caste vil- 
lage which is dominated by the landlord Thakur caste. The 
total area of the village is a little over 2000 acres; and the 
population in 1953 was 2100, of whom 600 were Chamars 
and 450 Thakurs. The Chamars, who provide most of the 
agricultural labour for the Thakurs, live in six hamlets 
which are located away from the main village site where the 
Thakurs and the artisan castes reside. 


CHAMAR FAMILY TYPES 


The Chamars themselves have no separate terms to disting- 
uish the types of households they live in; they use one word 
generally to encompass those who live in one household, 
ghar, which literally means ‘house’. Other words are used 
for the word we use for family, but often they encompass 
more than those who live in one household and refer at 
times to lineage segments as well as the household. The 
word ghar, when used in the context of a family, means 
those who take their food from one chula (stove). Those 
who take food from the chula form the commensal group, 
which means to a Chamar the sharing of property and 
rights, a common pocketbook, a common larder, common 
debts, common labour force, and usually one recognized 
head. The head of the household is usually the oldest com- 
petent male in the household. In affairs of the hamlet the 
household is recognized as the basic unit and is easily recog- 
nized by the other Chamars, who can name the members of 
every household and identify the head. 

The 122 households of Chamars in Senapur, on the basis 
of structural criteria, may be divided in the following 
fashion: | : 

Table 1 summarizes some structural facts about the com- 
position of the families among the Chamars as they were in 
1953. It does not tell us anything about the family as a pro- 
cess, and it does not tell us anything about the family over 
time. The type of household—nuclear, extended and/or 
joint—in which the Chamars live is based on a number of 
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Table 1 
Nuclear 
Single aged adult 8 
Man, wife and unmarried offspring; or 
woman and unmarried offspring 72 
80 
Extended 
Man, wife, sons, sons’ wives and offspring 24 
Brothers, wives and offspring 14 
Man, wife, daughters, daughters’ husbands 
and offspring 4 
42 


complex social, economic and cultural factors which deter- 
mine at any given time which type of household a Chamar 
lives in. Family type for the Chamar is not a fixed given, 
but a structural contingent. 

Most Chamars would say that the ideal household should 
consist of three generations in which the grandfather, his 
sons and their wives and families all lived in one house and 
ate from the same chula. The Chamars had before them as a 
model the Thakur family, which was usually but not always 
the three generation joint family. Some Chamars thought 
that the Thakurs got some of their economic, political and 
social strength from their family structure. 

In Table 1, of those forty-two families who were classi- 
fied as extended, only fourteen approximate the cultural 
ideal type of a joint family in that there were either three 
generations living together, or if the grandparental genera- 
tion had died off, the brothers were over the age of twenty. 
Many of those families classified as extended predictably 
were going to break apart within a few years. In many of 
the cases there were several sons, one or two of whom may 
have been married and many of whom may have had infant 
offspring, giving three generations; but when the sons got 
older, usually above the age of twenty, the households 
would break apart into their constituent nuclear compo- 
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nents. Those fourteen which I call joint households had sons 
or sons-in-law over twenty with children over five years of 
age. It should be noted that the age of consummation of 
marriage among the Chamar males was usually between 15 
and 17, with the wives being 14-16. 

There are several important factors which make the 
achievement of the ideal joint family difficult among the 
Chamars: demography, economics, the role of women and 
mobility. 


DEMOGRAPHY 


Chamars, especially males, have low life expectancies. Out 
of 319 Chamar males in village Senapur only 19 were above 
the age of fifty. Out of 338 females, only 25 were above the 
age of fifty. Clearly a three-generation family is impossible 
if the third generation is nonexistent. My impression was 
that those Chamars who survived childhood usually died 
between the ages of 35 and 45. Among the Thakurs, where 
the joint family is much more prevalent, my impression is 
that life expectancy is much higher. 


ECONOMICS 


It was difficult to obtain accurate statistics on land held and 
cultivated and on other possessions among the Chamars. 
Before 1952 no Chamar owned land; all land was owned by 
Thakurs. After the Land Reform Act of 1952, however, a 
few Chamars had the option of becoming landowners. The 
key concept in the relation of Chamars to the land is not 
how much they own but how much they cultivate, and 
under what types of tenure. In December 1952, by their 
own estimates, the 122 Chamar households cultivated 124 
acres as non-permanent tenants and only 12 acres as perma- 
nent tenants. In addition they cultivated 9 acres on a share- 
cropping basis. Chamars estimate that 4 acres are needed to 
support a household of 5—6 people. Is there any relationship 
between family type and land holding? 

The six hamlets in which Chamars live in the village were 
classed as rich, middle, and poor, in terms of land held. In 
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Table 2: Land Holding 


Poorest 

Joint : 3.4 biswas per capita 
Nuclear : 2.4 biswas per capita 
Middle 

Joint : 6.2 biswas per capita 
Nuclear : 5.6 biswas per capita 
Rich 

Joint : 11.1 biswas per capita 
Nuclear : 6.9 biswas per capita 


every hamlet extended families have slightly more land per 
capita than nuclear families. 

The average Chamar household cultivates a little under 
one acre. The average Thakur family cultivates six times as 
much. Connected with the amount of land cultivated is a 
range of other economic factors which affects household 
types. 

A Chamar attaches great importance to the land he culti- 
vates, even though on the average the produce of his own 
cultivation provides food for himself and his family for only 
about four months of the year. Most of the land which a 
Chamar cultivates is part of his pay for working as a perma- 
nent agricultural labourer for the Thakurs. Acting as a 
permanent or as a day agricultural labourer is the main 
source of income for a Chamar; for all but a few Chamars, 
this is the only way to make a living in the village. The peak 
working period of a Chamar is when he is between 15 and 
35; after that. he is considered by Thakurs as old. Older 
Chamars cannot get employment as ploughmen and have a 
harder job getting daily work than the younger and better 
workers. Therefore there is a sharp decline in the economic 
role of the Chamar male as he grows older and contributes 
much less to the household. It should be noted that the de- 
crease in economic importance is not so sharp among Cha- 
mar women as they grow older. They continue into their 
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fifties and sixties to be economically productive; they may 
act as-servants in Thakur houses, or they may be midwives, 
or they may release younger Chamar women for field 
work. 

In Thakur households men do not have a comparable loss 
of economic role. It is true that these days Thakurs do 
much the same .work as Chamars, except for actual plou- 
ghing. Thus, as a Thakur male grows older, he is not 
able to make as much of a direct physical contribution to the 
household. But since Thakur holdings are comparatively 
larger an older Thakur man may still have a role as farm 
manager; because of his knowledge of crops, agricultural 
technique and marketing he can still keep the household 
managerial role in his hands. He oversees and directs the 
activities of his younger brothers, sons and hired labour. He 
still continues to be head of the household in the economic 
sphere of the family’s activities. 

The Chamar man, on the other hand, loses his economic 
role as he grows older. Once his ability to contribute direct- 
ly through his labour is lost, his position as the head of the 
household is weakened. His ability to hold his sons and 
younger brothers together in a joint family decreases, if it 
does not disappear. 

Another factor connected with their lack of land and their 
low economic position which presses Chamars to live in 
nuclear-family households rather than in extended family 
households is the bare subsistence level of Chamar life. 
Most Chamars of Senapur are on a semi-starvation diet for 
at least two to four months a year. The average Chamar 
family grows only a four months supply of food on the land 
they cultivate. Other income is earned by daily wage work 
for Thakurs or by outside employment in an industrial cen- 
tre. During August and January, even by pooling all its 
sources of income, the average Chamar household gets only 
a halfpound of coarse grain per head, per day. For those 
who get jobs in the village, their wages are at their lowest 
point during these months. 

The most frequent explanation given by the Chamars for 
the splitting up of joint-family households was squabbling 
over food. Of twelve cases of partition on which I have data, 
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in eight the stated reason for break-up was quarrels over dif- 
ferential contributions of food and income. A brother with 
one small child does not see why he should share his meagre 
earnings with a brother who has three small children and 
hence gets a larger share of the common household food 
supply. Thus it appears that a joint-family household re- 
quires something above a bare minimum subsistence for its 
continuation. 


THE ROLE OF WOMEN 


The small amount of land cultivated leads to another factor 
tending towards nuclear-family households among the Cha- 
mars. There is no reason for the Chamars to pool their 
labour to cultivate their small plots. A man and his wife and 
children are fully capable of performing all agricultural op- 
erations, except the sowing of sugarcane, which is the only 
agricultural activity in which Chamars engage on their own 
plots for which more than one adult male is needed. For 
artisan castes, such as Lohars or Kohars, or for Thakur land- 
lords, a pool of labour is an economic asset. For example, 
several carpenters can work together more efficiently with 
respect to tools, facilities, and tasks, and thus an extended- 
family household is an advantage. 

After disputes over food-sharing the most common cause 
for separations among Chamars is disputes between’ brothers’ 
wives or between wives and their husband’s mothers. A 
Chamar woman is a full economic partner of her husband. 
She does the same agricultural labour that her husband does, 
except ploughing. She is paid the same rate as a man for 
agricultural labour. In addition, many Chamar women act 
as servants in Thakur households, helping Thakur women 
with all tasks except those which take place in the kitchen. 
For their work as house servants they are paid in grain, 
cloth and cooked food. 

When a Chamar woman gets into a dispute with her 
mother-in-law she is in a strong position because of her im- 
portant economic contribution to the household. Her threat 
to leave the household is taken seriously because it would 
mean considerable economic loss to her husband’s house- 
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hold. Chamar women o leave their husbands for short or 
long periods, and they can divorce their husbands. A 
woman’s father and brothers are not unhappy to see her 
come home because she can contribute to their household. 
For a Thakur woman to return to her father’s house on a 
permanent or semi-permanent basis is almost unheard of. 
Not only is tradition against it, but a Thakur woman would 
become to some extent a burden on her father’s house. 
When a Thakur woman is young she contributes indoor 
labour and children to the household. But, in comparison to 
a Chamar woman, she does not make such a direct and visi- 
ble contribution to the income of the household. A Thakur 
woman is directly under the control of the older women of 
the house, while a Chamar woman is out working and mix- 
ing with men. The Chamar woman has a view of herself as 
a person apart from her husband. She is a full and active 
economic contributor to her household and she may de- 
mand separation of the joint-family household if she feels it 
would be to her benefit. In a joint family household there is 
need for the submission of its members to the authority of a 
head. Along with this, there should be role differentiation. 
In most Chamar households the economic roles of husbands 
and wives are interchangeable. 


MOBILITY 


Traditionally there should be a locus, in a physical sense, for 
a joint-family household. The importance of a traditional 
seat of a joint family is obvious among the Thakurs. They 
point proudly to their ancestry and to their connection with 
the village and the local region. A Thakur knows his geneal- 
ogy for fifteen to seventeen generations. He remembers the 
ancestors who lived, farmed, and fought in the village and 
the region. To a Thakur, land and family are one. Even 
under modern conditions, the interests of the joint family 
and its land are always put first, even at the cost of caste 
solidarity. 

A Chamar’s roots are not in his land, but to a Thakur 
who has provided him with land and the opportunity to 
gain a livelihood. The primary tie of a Chamar to a village 
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and a locality is through his Thakur by means of the 
Thakur-Praja tie. Before the enactment of the Land Reform 
Act of 1952 the Thakurs owned all the land in the village; all 
non-Thakur households owed a primary allegiance as praja 
(dependent) to that Thakur household on whose land they 
had built their house. Theoretically the Thakur protected his 
praja and supported him in time of need. The praja owed 
allegiance and assistance to his Thakur. Even other Chamars 
often describe a fellow Chamar not by name, lineage or 
household—as upper caste men describe their fellow caste 
members—but by referring to him as the praja of a particu- 
lar Thakur. The principal reason a Chamar stays in his vil- 
lage is because that is where he can get work. The greatest 
depth I found in Chamar genealogies was three ascending 
and three descending generations, compared with seventeen 
for some Thakurs. The Chamar does not need the genealo- 
gical knowledge that the Thakur does as there is little land 
to be passed to kin. 

From a study of Chamar genealogies, it was evident that 
over the last seventy years there has been considerable geog- 
raphic mobility among Chamars. Out of forty-eight house- 
holds found in the largest Chamar hamlet, only eight 
claimed to be first settlers—i.e. that they came with the 
Thakurs. The other forty households have migrated to the 
village from elsewhere during the past two hundred years. 
Fifteen per cent of the living adult males in the village were 
from villages other than Senapur. As far as I can find out, all 
adult Thakur males were born in the village. 

There are three situations which lead Chamars to move. 
A serious dispute with his landlord will make a Chamar flee 
with his stock and few belongings; he usually flees to the 
village of his wife’s family, his mother’s family, or his mar- 
ried sister. If a Chamar has little land in his natal village, and 
if his father-in-law has land and no sons, he often goes to 
his father-in-law’s village; he settles in his father-in-law’s 
house and hopes that his son will inherit the father-in-law’s 
cultivating rights or land. In Senapur in 1952 there were 
four such men living in or near their fathers-in-law’s 
houses. A third reason for leaving is if a Chamar hears of an 
Opportunity to get more land to farm in another village, 
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usually the village of affines or uterine kin; but in one case a 
Chamar family consisting of a father and two sons and their 
families left the village because they could buy land in 
another village. 

The mobility of Chamar families tends to break up joint 
families, as often only part of a household moves, leaving 
behind a nuclear family. The kin ties among the Chamars 
who move seem particularly brittle and after one or two 
generations knowledge of the kin who have moved is lost. 


ESTABLISHMENT OF JOINT~FAMILY 
HOUSEHOLDS 


As I have already stated, most of the Chamar joint-family 
households are only temporary joint-family households. A 
Chamar household continually changes in response to cer- 
tain conditions. We freeze process to talk about it, but we 
should not lose sight of the fact that for Chamars the joint- 
family is a structural contingent, not a fixed form. 

What I mean by a structural contingent can be seen in the 
following example, which shows the effects of extra-village 
employment on Chamar households in the village. Of the 
forty-two joint-family households, eighteen had one or 
more members working outside the village. Of the eight 
nuclear-family households, fourteen had members working 
outside the village. 

Urban employment works in two ways to maintain or 
bring about temporary joint-family households. First, if a 
man leaves his family behind while he goes to work in the 
city, he usually leaves his family with his parents or with his 
brother. For the period of the man’s absence there is a joint 
family since the money remitted from the city goes into the 
common fund and what land the man may have is used 
jointly. When the man returns, however, he may set up an 
independent household; and he will then not share the 
money he brings back. I call this type of joint family an un- 
stable joint family: one which has been set up to meet a par- 
ticular economic situation. 

Outside employment may also be a major factor in set- 
ting up a stable joint family: a three-generation joint family 
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existing through time. The families of the three Chamar 
school teachers illustrate this. In each case the children who 
became schoolteachers grew up in joint families. This is not 
accidental; probably only a joint family among the Chamars 
could afford to forego a child’s labour so that he could get 
sufficient education to become a schoolteacher. Each of the 
three teachers continued to live in a three generation joint- 
family household after getting his education, though none 
of them is head of his household. In one of these joint fami- 
lies the oldest generations consists of two brothers and their 
wives. Whether the joint families will continue after the old- 
est generation dies off, I do not know. I do think, however, 
that it is the steady cash income combined with the little 
land they have to work which makes it possible for these 
joint families to endure. In several other cases industrial 
labour on the part of a younger son or brother seems to per- 
form the same function. 

Another factor which seems to stabilize joint families is 
tradition; some of the Chamar families have a tradition of 
living in joint-family households. These families tend to be 
the relatively wealthy and powerful Chamars and also tend 
to be the leaders of the Chamars. 

My hypothesis is that it is not only land or property 
which tends to bring about joint-family households among 
Chamars; rather a combination of factors may be involved. 
Land is important, but not sufficient; some of the wealthiest 
Chamar families do not have joint-family households. The 
combination of factors should include urban employment 
and literacy. Literacy leads to a drive for Sanskritization, 
which in turn is an incentive for joint families. 


The Initial British Impact on 
India: A Case Study of the 


Benares Region* 


The British administrative frontier in India had widely 
differing effects on the political and social structures of the 
regions into which it moved from the middle of the 
eighteenth century until the middle of the nineteenth 
century. It is impossible to generalize on the impact of the 
administration because the regions into which it moved 
differed in their political and social structures, and because 
British administration and ideas about administration, both 
in India and in Great Britain, changed markedly throughout 
this hundred-year period. 

This paper is a case study of the establishment of British 
administration in the Benares region’—an area which en- 
compasses the present districts of Ballia, Benares, Ghazipur, 
Jaunpur and Mirzapur minus its southern portion.” The 
concern is with the nature of the political system before the 
establishment of British rule and the changes wrought by 
that rule—who had power and how the power was adminis- 
tered; how the British changed the political system; who 
administered for the new authority; and how a small group 
of Indians, whom I term the ‘under civil servants’, benefited 
from their employment under the British. I will try to show 
that through the establishment of their legal, revenue and 


* This essay was first published in The Journal of Asian Studies, vol. xix, 
no. 4, August 1960. 


THE INITIAL BRITISH IMPACT ON INDIA 321 


administrative systems the British created new economic 
conditions; that individuals who had the necessary training 
and who had the opportunity to join the new administration 
capitalized on these new economic conditions, became 
wealthy, and bought land that came into a newly created 
market through the administrative action of the British. A 
new class was thus born in Indian society. It is this class 
which became the ‘respectable natives’ after its members had 
settled down as landlords. Discusstons of the effects of 
British rule on the Indian class structure have usually 
emphasized the role of the British and the new economic and 
social conditions which they created in establishing a new 
urban middle class; they have often overlooked the fact that 
the new conditions provided an opportunity for the creation 
of a new landed class as well. It is beyond the scope of this 
paper to describe and analyse the political role of this new 
landed class in late-nineteenth and twentieth-century India, 
except to point out the neglect of the origins, development 
and role of the class in modern India. 


POLITICAL OFFICIALS AND POLITICAL STRUCTURE IN THE 
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 


With the break-up of the Mughal empire in the eighteenth 
century three political systems emerged: the Mughal (nation- 
al), the regional and the local. The systems were interrelated; 
in some cases they existed side-by-side and in other cases 
they had a hierarchical relationship. Each system had a 
characteristic structure and realm of activity, as well as 
characteristic types of officials. 


Mughal Political and Administrative Structure 


The Mughal system, looking at it from Benares, was 
represented by the new state of Oudh, a conglomeration of 
regional and local entities, held together in the eighteenth 
century by the abilities and military powers of the nawab 
vazirs. The nawab vazirs had inherited some of the adminis- 
trative structure of the Mughal empire and a good deal of the 
theory of the administration. Many of the Mughal offices 
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continued in operation: in the judicial branch of the service, 
kazis and kotwals, and in the revenue service, pargana 
sarrishtadars. The kazis—of which there were several grades, 
down to the level of kazis in pargana which are revenue 
subdivisions of sarkars (districts)—theoretically had jurisdic- 
tion over most criminal and civil cases. In addition, they 
registered marriages for the Muslim population and certified 
documents.* Kazis had to be adult males, Muslims and free. 
They had to be men of learning and scholarship in the 
Muslim law and religion. Often as part of their position they 
had the duty of leading the Friday prayers.* By the latter part 
of the eighteenth century the position appears to have 
become hereditary within families; upon the death of the 
incumbent his son or another male descendant would 
petition the sovereign for his installation in the office of his 
deceased relative." In the late eighteenth century, when some 
of their judicial functions had been curtailed, kazis were paid 
by fees for attesting documents and registering marriages. 
According to early nineteenth century records concerning 
kazis the British accepted the hereditary nature of the post 
and it was maintained to register deeds and marriages. 

In the seventeenth century the kotwal was much like a 
chief of police in an urban centre. His main function was the 
prevention of crime and the apprehension of criminals. But 
in Upper India, by the latter part of the eighteenth century, 
he functioned much as a city magistrate and tried cases, 
mainly of a criminal nature. A different type of person 
appears to have held the office of kotwal than held the office 
of kazi. For example, in late-eighteenth-century Benares 
city the kotwalship was directly under the control of the 
nawab vazir of Oudh, not under the raja of Benares who 
controlled most of the other aspects of the administration. 
Unlike the kazis the kotwals did not settle down and be- 
come hereditary holders of the office, tied to the local 
region. Rather, they appear to have been relatives or close 
followers of the nawab vazir; the position of kotw4l was 
looked upon as an important financial plum for a relative or 
friend.® 

In the revenue service the pargana sarrishtadar, sometimes 
called a kanungo, was the head record keeper of the pargana. 
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In theory he was to provide a check for the imperial govern- 
ment on the activities of the revenue collectors.’ The office 
was a hereditary one, with the skills and, more important, 
the records, being passed from father to son. The kanungo 
was paid by provision of a rent-free grant of land, which 
theoretically kept him free from the pressures of both the 
tax payers and the tax collectors. In reality kanungos appear 
in the late eighteenth century and in the nineteenth century 
as accomplices of the tax collectors. In 1796 there were 168 
kanungos in the Benares region. Judging on the basis of 
names, fifty-five were Kayastha or Baniya, twenty-two 
were Rajput or Bhumihar, seven were Muslim, and I 
couldn’t make an ascription about the caste of thirty-seven.’ 
The sarrishtadar like the kazis, were local men, but in the 
Benares region at least they were overwhelmingly Hindu, 
the largest group being Baniya or Kayastha. 

It is important to note that while the Mughal-style 
officials—the kazis, the kotwals, and the kanungos—derived 
their functions and their offices from the Mughal system, 
they operated within the local and regional systems, and 
helped, in a tenuous way, to hinge the systems together. 


Regional Political and Administrative Structure 


The nawab vazir of Oudh, the inheritor of the part of the 
Mughal empire encompassing the Benares region, had little 
direct political power in the regional and local political sys- 
tems. He held for a while a few forts, and from time to time 
he tried to exercise his power through force of arms. But by 
the middle of the eighteenth century the Raja of Benares, 
Balwant Singh, was successful in becoming almost indepen- 
dent of the nawab vazir of Oudh. The raja paid a lump sum 
annually as his tax (tribute) obligation. He was occasionally 
pressured into providing some troops for the nawab’s army, 
and he still had to accept the nawab’s appointment of kot- 
wals and the continuation of the kazis and pargana sarrish- 
tadars. The raja built up his own administrative organiza- 
tion, apart from that which existed in the region under the 
Mughals. The main function of the raja’s administration 
was levying and collecting taxes and building a military 
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force sufficient to control rebellious elements within the re- 
gion and keep him as free as possible from the nawab vazir. 
The organization which the raja built was not the type of 
civil service the Mughals had had or what the British de- 
veloped in the nineteenth century. For the collection of re- 
venue he relied on officials who were independent contrac- 
tors. They agreed to pay the raja a lump sum for the right 
to collect the taxes of a certain pargana. They derived their 
profits from the difference between what they collected and 
what they had agreed to pay the raja, plus certain recog- 
nized dues which they could collect. 

In 1788 the raja’s revenue was collected largely by 
twenty-two amils (tax collectors).”? Of these, seven—three 
Muslims and four Hindus—were responsible for approx- 
imately eighty-five per cent of the revenue demand. The 
Muslims, as far as I have been able to find out, were drawn 
from a group of civil servants who had no local ties initially 
but were Persian in origin. They or their ancestors had mi- 
grated to India and had found employment with one of the 
local rajas or nawabs. The fortunate and clever ones were 
able to acquire capital and go into the profitable business of 
tax farming after a career of administrative duties. Three 
Muslim officials of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 
centuries will serve as examples of the civil servants of Per- 
sian Origin. 

Mehendi Ali Khan, an amil under the Raja of Benares, had 
a long, checkered, and eventually brilliant, career. He was 
from Persia.'° As a young man he went to Hyderabad. In 
1782 his fortunes were apparently at a low ebb and he was in- 
volved in the robbery of a Muslim holy man."! In 1788 he 
was in Benares where through his diligence and knowledge 
of the tax system he became a principal source of information 
on the Benares tax and tenure system for Jonathan Duncan, 
then the resident. When Duncan was appointed Governor of 
Bombay in 1795 Mehendi Ali Khan evidently went with 
him. In the early part of the nineteenth century Duncan used 
Mehendi Ali Khan for high-level diplomatic missions to 
Persia. '* 

Ali Ibraham Khan, although not a tax official, is another 
representative of this type. He was born in Patna of a Persian 
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family and served several different rajas of Bengal. Warren 
Hastings appointed him Chief Magistrate of Benares in 1782. 
He was well known to Hastings and the English in Calcutta 
at this time, having been a friend and advisor of Mir Kasim, 
Nawab of Bengal over 1760-3. Having survived the revolu- 
tion of 1763 in Bengal he became diwan (prime minister) to 
Murbark-al-Daula, Nawab of Bengal, during the period 
1770-3. "° In addition he was noted as a scholar and compiled 
a work on Hindustani poets.'* Ali Ibraham Khan appears to 
have been as successful an official under the British as he was 
under the nawabs of Bengal.'° 

Maulana Khair-ud-Din Muhammad of Jaunpur was a 
scribe who apparently never rose to the lucrative office of 
Mehendi Ali Khan or achieved the distinction of Ali Ibraham 
Khan. Perhaps he is more typical of the late-eighteenth- 
century official of Persian background. Maulana Khair was 
born in Allahabad in 1751 and received his education in Alha- 
habad and Jaunpur, where he studied Muslim theology, law, 
rhetoric and astronomy. '° He served as a teacher in Benares, 
as a scribe for the British in Allahabad, in Delhi in the court 
of Shah Alam, and at the court of the nawab vazir of Oudh. 
In the later part of his life he served as private secretary to 
James Anderson, the East India Company’s resident at Sin- 
dhia’s court, and as secretary to the English judge of Jaunpur. 
During his career he was an active scholar, writing several 
histories and works of literary criticism." 

Most of the non-Muslim amils under the Raja of Benares 
appear to have been relatives or close associates of the raja of 
Benares. Almost all appear to have been Bhumihar, the caste 
of the raja. Several of the amils held high posts in the raja’s 
household service, which probably meant that they were 
high-level advisers or assistants of the raja.'® The raja was 
able to keep his civil service relatively small because of the 
function of the bankers of Benares city in relation to the col- 
lection and payment of revenue. All the revenue of the region 
passed through the hands of the bankers on its way to the 
raja’s treasury. Revenue was due from the amils in monthly 
instalments, but the amil could collect the revenue from the 
payers only at the time of harvest. Therefore the amils 
needed short-term notes from the bankers to meet the re- 
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quirements of the raja. Much of the function of the collector’s 
office in relation to the revenue was actually in the hands of 
private bankers. Duncan commented, ‘The Schroffs can in 
fact in a great measure command the Raja and the Govern- 
ment itself with respect to the realization of revenue.’'? In a 
number of instances banking and money-lending in the late 
eighteenth century were stepping stones to amilships. 
Although being an amil was a riskier business than banking, 
the profits were higher, especially if one combined being an 
amil with banking. Such a combination was enjoyed by Sheo 
Lal Dube, whom we will discuss later. 

The raja of Benares, Balwant Singh, theoretically was an 
officer of both the nawab vazir of Oudh and the Mughal 
emperor in Delhi. He had a sanad (royal grant) granted by the 
Mughal emperor and he paid revenue (tribute) to the nawab 
vazir. He could also be forced to provide troops for the vazir 
and did at the Battle of Baxar in 1764. Politically, the raja of 
Benares had to face in two directions. He fought a 
continuous and devious battle to become completely inde- 
pendent of the nawab. He also had to keep in check lineages 
and local chiefs and rajas who had power within his province. 
The raja did not have enough strength to exterminate the 
local power holders; even if he had, it would not have been 
economically or militarily a wise way for him to use it. The 
raja’s treasury came from land revenue paid by the local 
lineages and chiefs. The raja did not have adequate adminis- 
trative machinery to circumvent the local power holders and 
collect revenue directly from the cultivators. Similarly, he 
was dependent on the local lineages and chiefs for some of the 
troops he needed to maintain his independence from the 
nawab of Oudh.” The raja wanted to eliminate the more 
powerful .of the local chiefs who might supplant him as the 
regional raja, but he needed to keep the system going to 
maintain his own position. 


Local Political and Administrative Structures 


The local political system (as distinct from the regional, 
Benares, and the ‘national,’ Oudh) in operation in the 
eighteenth century was that of the little kingdom. In the 
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Benares region there were three types—rajadoms, jagirs, and 
talukas.*! Each type of little kingdom had different types of 
local officials. The taluka, which was a lineage-dominated 
political unit, for obvious reasons had a minimal develop- 
ment of official structure other than patwaris (keepers of 
village records). The patwaris, although technically part of 
the old Mughal administrative structure, were the employees 
and servants of the dominant lineage in the taluka. Members 
of the lineage, the ‘brotherhood’ of the older British 
literature, were the tax assessors, tax collectors, police and 
judges as far as the population of the taluka was concerned. 
The jagirs were grants of tax-free land made by either the raja 
of Benares, the nawab of Oudh, or the Mughal emperor to 
officials as rewards for service. The jagirdar had agents to 
collect the rent due him. Often the jagirdar was an absentee 
landlord. 

The administration of local rajas, such as Saltanat Singh of 
Badlapur taluka, the raja of Raja Bazar, and the raja of 
Aghora. Burhar, was a scaled-down version of the adminis- 
tration of the raja of Benares. The organization of Badlapur 
will serve as an example of a rajadom. Badlapur, a taluka of 
seventy-four villages on the border of what was in the late 
eighteenth century the border between British territory and 
Oudh, was in the control of Saltanat Singh, a Bais Rajput.?? 
Saltanat Singh had a fort at Badlapur and received taxes 
(tribute) from the seventy-four villages. The Bais Rajputs 
were not the only Rajput lineage in the taluka. For leaders 
and men for his army Saltanat Singh relied heavily on other 
lineages as well. Some of his closest advisers and military 
leaders were the leaders of other lineages in the taluka. His 
army had Ahirs and Pasis in it as well as Rajputs. Saltanat 
Singh had in his court, in addition to Rajput military chiefs, 
two Baniyas, one of whom was his treasurer and another 
who was responsible for the acquisition of foodstuffs for the 
army. There was also a group of pandits in the court, and 
several professional bards. For their services to him, these 
officials were supported through land grants made by 
Saltanat Singh. Interestingly enough, even though the British 
in 1796 confiscated Saltanat Singh’s personal lands and 
abrogated his zamindari (estate) rights over the remainder of 
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the taluka, they recognized the validity of the tax-free grants 
made to the pandits and bards.” If we may use the term 
‘official’ in this type of political system, the officials were 
largely the allies or followers of the man or family who held 
power in the taluka. They were not civil servants or military 
officers such as developed under the Mughals. 

The local political system was based on the dominance of 
one lineage over a territory. The dominant lineage was 
usually Rajput, but was sometimes Bhumihar, Muslim or 
Brahman. The territory was considered as belonging to the 
dominant lineage, both by the lineage itself and by other 
castes. In most cases the dominance was based on conquest or 
subjugation of the pre-existing population. In a few cases 
territories were granted by Mughal or pre-Mughal emperors 
for service. In other cases the sanads granted were a 
recognition of the local conquest. The dominant lineage 
exacted from its low-caste followers shares of their crops if 
they were cultivators or handicraft products if they were 
artisans. In return it provided protection. 

Thus in the eighteenth century these three political 
systems, with their three types of civil servants, existed in an 
articulated system dependent on mutual antagonism and a 
delicate balance. 


BRITISH ADMINISTRATION AND THE 
UNDER CIVIL SERVANTS 


In 1775 the British obtained sovereignty over Benares 
province, but they did not exercise any direct political 
authority except to establish a resident. After Chait Singh’s 
rebellion in 1781, when Warren Hastings replaced Chait 
Singh with his relative, Mahip Narain Singh, the British 
began to take a more direct interest in the administration of 
Benares.** But the power of the regional raja and the local 
chiefs and lineages was undisturbed. The British had only 
taken over the position of the national power and were 
content to accept the payment of tribute that usually went to 
the nawb vazir of Oudh. 

From 1788 to 1795 there was a brief transition period. At 
first the raja of Benares had full rule, but much of the real 
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administrative power was in the hands of a British resident 
(Jonathan Duncan) and two European assistants. By 1795 full 
British administration was extended to the Benares province 
when Jonathan Duncan’s five-and ten-year revenue settle- 
ments made on behalf of the raja were declared permanent. 
An English collector and several European assistants were 
appointed for all of the Benares province (what is today five 
districts). Civil and criminal judges with European registers 
were appointed in Benares city, Jaunpur, Ghazipur and 
Mirzapur. A provincial court of appeal with three European 
judges and a European register was established for the four 
inferior courts in Benares city. 

In most general discussions of the development of British 
administration in India little attention is paid to the question 
of what Indians joined the new administration. For Bengal 
and Upper India most attention focuses on the development 
of policy. Even though Cornwallis made the basic decision 
that the administration was to be through British officers, it 
was obvious that much of the day-to-day routine work, and 
even much of the important revenue work, was to be in the 
hands of Indian under civil servants.”° British district officials 
were faced with the immediate task of recruiting a large 
numbcr of clerks, scribes, and peons. They also had to em- 
ploy some Indians in responsible positions as amils or tahsil- 
dars (local tax collectors), sarristadars (record keepers and 
head clerks) and law officers. 

Lower judicial employees in one district will serve as ex- 
amples of the men who were recruited for the services. Jacob 
Rider, a man of long experience as an official in Bengal, was 
appointed judge in Ghazipur in September 1795. A month la- 
ter he swore in the first group of Indians for his office. The 
Sarristadar, in terms of his power if not of his title, was the 
most important Indian official in the English judge’s office. 
He supervised the clerks, kept the records and was the 
judge’s principal native administrative assistant. The man 
appointed was a Muslim, known as a Persian scholar. He was 
the nephew of the last Indian judge in Ghazipur and had func- 
tioned as his uncle’s sarrishtadar. Eight Persian writers were 
appointed. All were Hindus—three Kayasthas, two Baniyas, 
a Bengali Brahman, and two who were either Bhumihar or 
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Rajput. Two had worked for the previous Indian judge and 
were recommended by him; three were from Lucknow and 
were recommended by Jewam Singh, a man who had served 
Rider when he had been posted in the resident’s office there. 
The head writer was a man who had served in the court in 
Benares. He had been deputed by the Benares court to bring 
to Rider the records regarding Ghazipur which were in that 
court. Rider liked the manner in which the writer turned 
over the papers. He had him examined and found him to be 
competent in Hindustani and Persian.” This man was also to 
bring two other men from Benares. 

In the Nagri writer’s office there were also eight scribes: 
six were Kayastha or Baniya, one Bengali Brahman, and one 
to whom I cannot ascribe a caste. Of the eight, three were re- 
commended by the former Indian judge, three by the man 
who had worked for Rider in Lucknow, and one by the man 
who had brought the papers from Benares. The other was 
the son of a man who had worked for Rider in Nadia (in Ben- 
gal). The nazir of the criminal court was a local Muslim. The 
maulavi (Muslim law officer) was Omar Ullah, the former 
judge. The pandit (Hindu law officer) was a man trained at 
the Hindu college in Benares. He was recommended by the 
principal of the college. In this instance there were three prin- 
cipal sources of employees. One group had been associated 
with the former judge; another group was associated with the 
man who had brought the papers from Benares; and a third 
group comprised people who had worked for Rider or were 
associated with people who had worked for Rider. 

A total of 350 Indians worked in the four district courts 
and in the provincial court, exclusive of native commission- 
ers (small claim courts judges, of whom there were about 25 
or 30). Out of these 350, approximately 40 earned about 25 
rupees a month, 155 between 24 rupees and 10 rupees, and 
the rest below 10 rupees. There were 77 Indian employees in 
the Benares district court. Their total wage bill was 1,020 
rupees. The British judge’s salary was 2,200 rupees per 
month.?’ | 

Some of the men recruited for the British administration 
were old civil servants of Persian origin; they had the skills, 
training and experience which the British needed. But the 
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significant criterion for employment appears to have been 
either acquaintance with, a British officer or kinship or 
friendship with someone who was acquainted with a British 
officer. 

The most important posts open to Indians at this time were 
in the revenue service. As tahsildars in the period until 1805, 
Indians had almost complete power over the police and the 
collection of revenue. Even after the British took over the 
direct administration of the Benares province tax collection at 
the local level was left in the hands of the old amils, who 
were now called tahsildars. It was the duty of the tahsildars to 
collect the taxes from the revenue payers and to pass it on to 
the collector’s treasury. They were not paid a salary, but an 
111% per cent commission on what they collected. They also 
had police powers and were responsible for the maintenance 
of law and order in the district. During the period from 1797 
to 1805 there was an average of forty-four tahsildars listed on 
the books of the English collectors as being responsible for 
the collection of the land revenue. In reality two thirds of 
these tahsildarships were controlled by three men: the raja of 
Benares, Sheo Lal Dube and Devikinundan Singh.” During 
the period 1797—1805 they made huge profits out of their 
official positions because, in the first place, they were able to 
get more than their 11% per cent profit through extortion 
and the use of their police powers, and, more important in 
the long run, they were able through illegal means to force 
lands to be sold for the arrears of revenue and were able to 
purchase very profitable estates under fictitious names. Since 
the tahsildar controlled the land records and the revenue re- 
cords and knew well which estates were profitable to their 
owners because they were under-assessed, and since they 
knew all the legal manoeuvres and also had great illegal pow- 
ers, they were able to acquire large estates in a very short 
time. *? 

In social origin the three men were quite different. The 
family of the raja of Benares were Bhumihars from a village 
in Benares district. His ancestor, Mansa Ram, had a small 
zamindari of a few hundred bighas and worked as a servant 
(official) for a local tax farmer in the early eighteenth century. 
As part of his job he had to negotiate on behalf of his em- 
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ployer with Mir Rustum Ali, who was the officer under the 
nawab vazir of Oudh in charge of the Benares province. He 
gained the confidence of Mir Rustum Ali and was able to 
supplant his employer in his position. He continued as a con- 
fidential adviser and servant to Mir Rustum Ali. He dealt on 
Mir Rustum Ali’s behalf with Sa’adat Khan, the nawab. He 
was successful in again supplanting his employer, Mir Rus- 
tum Ali. In 1738 or 1739, just before he died, he was able to 
get his son, Balwant Singh, recognized as the zamindar of 
most of Benares province, and to get him granted the title of 
raja. Balwant Singh expanded and consolidated his hold on 
Benares province. When he died and was succeeded by his 
son, Chait Singh, the family was established as the rajas of 
Benares and as the paramount political power in the region. 
Chait Singh fell foul of Warren Hastings and the East India 
Company and was driven into exile in 1781. He was replaced 
by Balwant Singh’s sister’s son, Mahipnarain Singh. The 
new raja was young and inexperienced and his mismanage- 
ment and the mismanagement of his advisers and officials led 
to the taking over of the administration by the British in 
1795. The rajas of Benares kept a sizeable area as their own 
jagir. With his capital and the experience he had gained by 
this time the raja was able to get control of a large number of 
amilships. °° 

Sheo Lal Dube carje from a very poor Brahman family in 
Fathepur district. As a boy he went to Allahabad, where he 
took service as a night watchman for a jeweller. The jeweller 
came to depend heavily on Sheo Lal, who rose in his service. 
When he died, Sheo Lal took over his business. With the 
capital he acquired Sheo Lal moved to Benares, where he 
went into the banking business in the 1780's. He dealt mainly 
with Kulb Ali Beg, one of the big amils. Kulb Ali Beg, 
through the enmity of the raja, was forced to over-extend 
himself in 1787. He could not meet his obligations and had to 
give up his amilships. Part of them were taken over by Sheo 
Lal Dube, who thus became under Duncan one of the impor- 
tant amils. Duncan thought very highly of Dube, and 
evidently Dube did his job well. When the administration 
changed in 1795 Dube stayed on as an amil in Jaunpur Dis- 
trict. He was responsible for the death of Saltanat Singh, the 
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raja of Badlapur, who had been declared an outlaw for his fai- 
lure to pay revenue and for his raiding activities along the 
Oudh border. He was rewarded with the raja and was given 
Saltanat Singh’s land. He expanded his operations widely in 
the period 1795-1805 and acquired large estates in Jaunpur 
and Ghazipur districts during this period.*! 

Devikinundan Singh was a Bhumihar from Ghazipur. His 
father had been an official in Allahabad, and in Benares, but it 
was the son who had the spectacular career. James Barton 
and John Routledge, who were collectors of Benares from 
1796 to 1805, were corrupt. The chief corrupter appears to 
have been Devikinundan Singh, who controlled Barton 
through direct payment and by placing his own men in the 
key positions of Barton’s staff. Barton and Routledge closed 
their eyes to the operations of the three leading amils. Barton 
was finally tried by a commission of civil and judicial officers 
on over thirty counts of incompetency and corruption. The 
commission concluded that Barton had taken bribes and was 
incompetent in that he would not or could not control his 
subordinates. He was not prosecuted, because the Governor- 
General’s legal advisers did not think the evidence would 
stand up in the supreme court in Calcutta, where he would 
have had to be tried. *2 

Devikinundan’s career did not stop in Benares. When Alla- 
habad was ceded to the company in 1801 Devikinundan 
appeared there. Because of his experience and wealth he was 
able to get employment as an amil. As far as the British col- 
lector was concerned he was a model amil because he paid the 
revenue promptly and was able to dispose of troublesome 
taxpayers speedily—since he knew from his Benares experi- 
ence all the regulations of the court system. In the space of a 
few years Devikinundan Singh had acquired about a tenth of 
the land in the district.’ 

The fraudulent land sales by means of which the early 
tahsildars had become rich were remedied by the 1820’s. But 
through over-assessment, poor management on the part of 
the zamindars and internal disputes in estates held by lineages 
land continued until the 1840’s to come into the market in 
large quantities for sale for arrears of revenue. After the 
1840’s land sales were either by private action or sale by decree 
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of court for the payment of private debts. Positions in gov- 
ernment service, even at the level of clerks and scribes, con- 
tinued to be highly attractive throughout the period. The 
kinds of people and the kinds of jobs changed. In 1833, 
through the establishment of the post of deputy collector, the 
upgrading of the sadr amins and amins (judges), and the estab- 
lishment of what later became the uncovenanted civil service, 
it was hoped that Indians of high training and integrity 
would be attracted to the service. In the 1840’s, however, 
there was more and more demand that the holders of these 
posts know English. Thus, many of the posts came to be fil- 
led not by Indians but by Europeans, often born in India, and 
East Indians (Eurasians). They were of a different social class 
than the covenanted civil servants. 

The numbers of those employed directly in the collector’s 
office grew throughout the period under consideration. In 
1805 there were 264 employees in the collector’s office of Be- 
nares, 215 of whom earned below 10 rupees per month. It 
should be remembered that at this time there was only one 
collector’s office for the five districts. The individual tahsil- 
dars had establishments as well, but it is impossible to esti- 
mate how many employees they had.» 

Less than fifty years later, Jaunpur district, one of the four 
districts into which the Benares collectorship had been di- 
vided, had 652 employees.” Throughout this period of ex- 
pansion one of the principal bases of employment was a con- 
nection with a British officer. In the district records, often in 
the letters informing higher echelons that a man had been 
employed as a clerk, it would be mentioned that he had been 
recommended by another officer, or that he had been em- 
ployed by the English officer asking for his employment in 
another district. In petitions from Indians for pensions or 
favours it is clear that Indian employees often spent a good 
part of their lives travelling from district to district with one 
English officer. The historian of the Mittur family, a Bengali 
family of prominence in Calcutta and Benares, is explicit in 
stating that it was the family connections with English offic- 
ers, including the Colebrooke brothers, which had enabled 
them to obtain many posts as diwans and sarrishtadars.*© 

Throughout the period Indian officials continued to make 
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large sums of money through illegal means. In Benares dis- 
trict in 1840 the acting collector became concerned about the 
way the revenue settlement was then being conducted in the 
district. Benares was permanently settled. The settlement 
officers were not assessing revenue, but only making a record 
of rights and drawing field maps. Still, much dislocation was 
being caused among the zamindars and cultivators. The col- 
lector examined the patwari’s records and the zamindars’ re- 
cords for the villages which had been settled—at this point 
about three fourths of the villages of Benares district. He 
found in the patwari’s records that 44,380 rupees were re- 
corded as having been paid to the surveyors and settlement 
officials. This amount was illegal inasmuch as the charges 
which had been made against the villages for such things as 
food, presents and fees were illegal. It represented the 
amount which the officials had been able to pass off as legal 
charges coming out of the village at large. It did not include 
amounts paid by individual cultivators or zamindars in the 
form of direct bribes.°’ 


The Under Civil Servants and the Purchase of Land 


The British created a market in land by making land revenue 
settlement permanent in 1795; by giving title to land to those 
whom the British considered zamindars; by using land sales 
to realize delinquent tax payments; and by failing to settle 
land rights within lineages which were recognized as zamin- 
dars. The first settlement was an uneven one; some holdings 
were over-assessed and some were under-assessed. Since the 
settlement was in perpetuity, those estates which were 
under-assessed became extremely valuable properties. Until 
this point land does not appear to have been a commodity in 
the European sense. Individuals and groups had had claims to 
shares of the produce of the land. Individuals and groups had 
controlled the land through exercise of military or other 
forms of power. Land had changed hands before the coming 
of the British but it had usually changed hands by force. In a 
short period of time the British eliminated the use of physical 
power except that which was derived from the East India 
Company’s government. Courts were established to adjudi- 
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cate disputes over land and determine rights to land. Howev- 
er, there were major differences in knowledge of and access 
to the new courts and administration. 

The Indian officials were in the best position to understand 
and manipulate the new situation. They knew how the courts 
worked because they worked in them. They knew which 
estates were valuable because they kept the records and col- 
lected the taxes. Many of them acquired capital quickly 
through bribery and corruption. It became a simple matter 
for them legally or fraudulently to bring to auction those 
estates which were valuable because under-assessed and to 
acquire them for themselves. 

In the first period of British rule much of the land changed 
hands fraudulently. After 1820 the land continued to change 
hands but it was largely due to the inflexibility of the revenue 
and legal system. 

It is difficult to trace in specific instances the sources of 
money which were used to purchase land during the period. 
Of 205 land sales in the districts of Benares and Jaunpur on 
which I have data and which I have been able to analyse, the 
occupations of the purchasers were as follows:** Mahajan— 
58; Zamindar—48; Service—38; Raja of Benares—30; 
Other—4. The figures indicate that at least 38 of the purchas- 
ers were still in service—at this point largely government ser- 
vice. There is no way of telling how many in the zamindar 
and mahajan categories were relatives of men in service, sons 
of men who had been in service, or men who had been in ser- 
vice and had retired. 

An analysis of the data on the occupational origins of the 
holders of large estates in the settlement reports of Jaunpur 
and Ghazipur district of 1885 and 1886 is even more reveal- 
ing. Twenty-three out of seventy-four of the holders of large 
estates owed their beginnings as landholders to a family 
member who had been in government service. Out of the 
seventy-four large land holders, almost forty per cent of the 
revenue paid by them was paid by government service 
families.° 

By the middle of the nineteenth century about forty per 
cent of the land in the Benares region had changed hands. 
The land went from lineages and local chiefs into the hands of 
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under civil servants and their descendants, and to merchants 
and bankers. These groups formed the basis of a new class of 
landlords— different in outlook and background from the 
old landed interests. Often they were absentee landlords who 
managed their land through managers and who had little 
attachment to their land. 

Under the old local system land had been the basis of pow- 
er; with land one could provide for followers. Once land be- 
came a commodity, power came to be based on economic 
considerations. Followers were not as important as income 
for the basis of social status. 

Most of the old zamindars remained on the land. From the 
point of view of their old lower caste followers they still had 
considerable power locally. Being old landlords they still re- 
tained control over some land—their sir, or home farms. 
They became tenants on some of the rest of their land. As 
long as they paid their rent regularly to the new landlords, 
and as long as there was no violence which came to the atten- 
tion of the British officials, they could continue much as be- 
fore. But from the point of view of the old regional political 
system the old local power holders had sunk to the condition 
of tenants and cultivators. They counted for little with the 
new administration. They had no influence or status in the 
new status system which was based on economic position, 
education, and employment in new professions. The old 
landlords became peasants. 


CONCLUSIONS 


By the middle of the nineteenth century, after fifty years of 
British rule and seventy years of British influence in the Be- 
nares region, the political, administrative, and economic 
structure of the region had undergone marked changes. The 
three political systems which had existed side by side in the 
middle of the eighteenth century had been reduced to two. 
The main and all-powerful one, the British government, had 
replaced the Mughal and regional governments with a salaried 
civil administration controlled from the provincial capital in 
Agra, the Governor-General’s staff in Calcutta, the Secretary 
of State for India, and parliament in London. This political 
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structure was rapidly destroying the third or local system. In 
many talukas, through the workings of the revenue and legal 
systems, the old landholders had been replaced by new 
groups who became landholders. In those talukas where the 
old lineages still remained, or where descendants of rajas or 
jagirdars held some power, their actions were completely cir- 
cumscribed by the regulations of the administration, who did 
not formerly recognize them as political entities. The old loc- 
al system survived in spite of the new administrative system 
but it survived only so long as it did not come into open con- 
flict with the new system and so long as the old local powers 
could maintain their positions in relation to their tenants or 
followers. 

A new landed class grew up during this period. One of the 
primary sigments in this new class was those families which 
had acquired wealth through working for the new adminis- 
tration. The new type of lower administrator was different 
from his eighteenth-century counterpart. In individual cases 
a family tradition of government service may have carried 
over, but for the most part of British looked for a different 
type. In the period before 1840 a knowledge of Persian, the 
language of the administration, was a prime requisite for em- 
ployment. Still the British seem to have turned to Kayasthas, 
Brahmans, Baniyas, and Bhumihars in Benares who knew 
Persian, rather than to the descendants of the old Persian- 
speaking and writing civil service families characteristic of 
the eighteenth century. Bengalis had a special advantage in 
that they had had a longer contact with the British. A few 
learnt English, but in the early nineteenth century they also 
continued to learn Persian, as did Ram Mohan Roy as a 
young man—not as an intellectual exercise but to gain em- 
ployment under the British. After 1840, with a growing 
emphasis on the use of English in the administration it was 
increasingly the Kayastha, Baniya and Brahman, especially 
those in cities like Benares where English education was 
available, who entered the service and were able to get 
money to buy land. The Rajputs, who had been the main 
landed group from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, 
along with some old Muslim families, steadily lost their land 
to this new group. 
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Before the latter decades of the nineteenth century the 
group which I have been discussing did not form a class in 
the European sense of the word. But a new style of life was 
evolving in this period, and a new economic interest was 
emerging in the society which reached full development in 
the post-Mutirly period. Members of this group were refer- 
red to as ‘respectable natives.” They were men of substance in 
that they were large landholders and were big spenders in the 
maintenance of certain aspects of the pre-British culture. 
They supported the festivals, built temples and rest houses, 
dug wells, supported Brahmans and other learned men, and 
were interested in hunting, curio collecting and in building 
the mansions which are a feature of Benares city, Jaunpur and 
Mirazpur today. They sat on the municipal boards and dis- 
trict boards and provided much of the Indian opposition to 
the political aspirations of the rising middle-class English- 
educated urban Indians who gave leadership to the nationalist 
mavement. 
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Singh was the first freedom fighter in the area, and that at the time of 
compensation for confiscation of zamindari rights under the zamindari 
abolition act his descendants should receive the compensation, and not 
the Raja of Jaunpur, who defeated Saltanat Singh on behalf of the Brit- 
ish in 1796 and was rewarded with Saltanat Singh’s lands. The work 
was translated for me by Shri Nath Singh. 


. In November 1958 the descendant of a Brahman who had at one point 


supported Saltanat Singh showed me a dhanpatta and the decision 
made by P. C. Wheller, the settlement officer of Jaunpur district from 
1879 to 1886 in village Tiera, taluka Badlapur. The Brahman had been 
rewarded with a mafi grant and the dhanpatta was the original grant. 


24. 


25. 


26. 


27. 


28. 


29. 


31. 


32. 
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The settlement officer upheld the validity of the grant. Even though 
the grant had been resumed in 1842, when there was large-scale re- 
sumption of mafi lands, ownership of this land was attested to by the 
document, which the British ruled was a valid grant made by Saltanat 
Singh, who in the late eighteenth century had the right to make such a 
mafi grant. 

See Hastings, Narrative, and C. C. Davies, Warren Hastings and Oudh 
(Oxford, 1939). 

For the development of the administration, see B. B. Misra, The Cen- 
tral Administration of the East India Company, 1773-1834 (Manchester, 
1959); A. Aspinall Cornwallis in Bengal (Manchester, 1931); D. Bhanu, 
History and Administration of the North-Western Provinces, 1803-1858. 
R. N. Nagar is one of the few who have examined the question of 
Indians in the civil service at this early period. See his ‘The Subordinate 
Services in the Revenue Administration of the North Western 
Provinces, 1801-1833,’ Journal of the United Provinces Historical 
Society, vol. xv, part 2; ‘The Tahsildar in the Ceded and Conquered 
Provinces, 1801-1833,’ ‘Uttar Pradesh Historical Quarterly, vol. 1 (n.s.), 
part 1, 1954; and ‘Employment of Indians in the Revenue Administra- 
tion of the N. W. P., 1801-1833,’ Journal of the United Provinces 
Historical Society, vol. xm, December 1940. 

India Office Library, Bengal Civil Judicial Proceedings, 20 Nov. 1795, 
no. 22, Rider to Gov’t. 

Ibid., no. 16. The figures are based on rough calculations, using the 
Benares district court as the base from which the figures for the other 
courts are projected. 

Allahabad Central Record Office, Miscellaneous Revenue Files, basta 99, 
vol. 12, ‘Kistbundi of the Land Revenue,’ Collectorship of Benares, 
F. S. 1210 and 1213; India Office Library, Home Miscellaneous Series, 
vol. 775, R. O. Wynne, ‘Report on Jaunpur,’ 15 August 1815. 
Allahabad Central Record Office, Proceedings of the Board of Commis- 
sioners of Behar and Benares, vol. 9, Proceedings, 21 Oct. 1816, LR no. 
162, Report from Robert Barlow on Deputation to Badlapur; 
Processings Sudder Board of Revenue N. W. P., 20 Sept. 1833, no. 28, G. 
M. Bird to Board; Benares Commissioner’s Office, Miscellaneous 
Revenue Files, basta 101, vol. 17, Letter of John Deane, 10 Dec. 1803; 
W. O. Oldham, Tenant Rights and Auction Sales in Ghazeepoor and the 
Province of Benares (Dublin, 1873). 


. Imperial Record Department, Calendar of Persian Correspondence, vol. v 


(Calcutta, 1930), no. 1407, p. 306; Wilton Oldham, Historical and Statistical 
Memoir of the Ghazipur District, part 1 (Allahabad, 1870), pp. 100-5; 
Hastings, Narrative. 

The details of Sheo Lal Dube’s early life were given to me by his de- 
scendant, Yadvedra Datt Dube, the present raja of Jaunpur. Dube’s 
career under Duncan can be traced in A. Shakespear, ed., Selections 
from the Duncan Records, vol. 1 (Benares, 1873). For his later career, see 
references in footnote 28. 

On the Barton case the report of the commission is in India Office Lib- 
rary, Bengal Civil Judicial Proceedings, 2 July 1807, nos. 19 and 20. 
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33. 


34. 
35. 


Letter of M. J. Fortesque, judge of Allahabad, in Selections from the Re- 
venue Records, North-West Provinces, vol. m (Allahabad, 1873), pp. 
22-4. 

Allahabad Central Record Office, Benares Commissioner’s Office, 
Benares District Revenue Files, vol. 125, fileno. 2005. 

A. Shakespear, Comparative Tables of District Establishment in the North 
West Provinces 1852 (Calcutta, 1853), pp. 190-3. 


. For the Mittur family, see An Account of the Late Govendram Mittur, by 


a member of the family (Calcutta, 1869). For other evidence of the use- 
fulness of the connection with an English office, see R. N. Cust, ‘Re- 
port on a School for the Instruction for the Native Amlah,’ Selections 


` from the Records of Government, vol. m, art. xxvm (Agra, 1855); 


37 


39. 


Allahabad Central Record Office, Ghazipur Collectorate, Copies of 
Miscellaneous Correspondence, 1820-27, Barlow to Tilghman, 5 June 
1824; and Proceedings of the Board of Commissioners in Behar and Benares 
(April 1819), Middleton to Bd. Consultation, 3 April 1819. 
Allahabad Central Record Office, Benares Commissioner’s Office, Be- 
nares Revenue Files, vol. 61, file no. 369. For other evidence of corrup- 
tion and of the large-scale corruption possible, see Panch Kauri Khan, 
Revelations of an Orderly (Benares, 1848); for a slightly later period, see 
Iltudus Prichard, Chronicles of Budgepore (London, 1893), new edition. 


. The figures are based on notices of the sale of land and on compilations 


of sales of land found scattered throughout the district records of 
Jaunpur and Benares in the Allahabad Central Record Office. These 
‘series are incomplete as to year; files for many years have been lost or 
destroyed, and within any given year it is impossible to know if all the 
files were kept. 
W. Irvine, Report on the Revision of Records in the Ghazipur District, 1880- 
1885; and P. C. Wheeler, Report on the Revision of Records in the District of 
Jaunpur from 1877-1886. 


Structural Change in Indian 
Rural Society 1596-1885* 


In 1819 Holt MacKenzie, a perceptive and knowledgeable 
East India Company civil servant who spent a major part of 
his career in the administration of revenue collection in upper 
India, wrote that as a consequence of the Company’s rule in 
India there was ‘an extensive and melancholy revolution in 
the landed property of the country.’ The belief in this re- 
volution, the assessment of its effects on the Indian economy 
and social structure, and attempts to right the wrongs be- 
lieved to have taken place have been prominent themes in 
discussions of India from the early nineteenth century to the 
present. 

In the period immediately following Indian independence 
most provincial governments wrote and implemented land 
reform acts whose rationale included the acceptance of the 
idea of the social revolution wrought by the early years of 
British rule. For example, in 1948 the Uttar Pradesh Zamin- 
dari Abolition Committee, in speaking of the effect of British 
revenue policy, stated: 


Millions of people were, by these settlements, deprived of rights 
that they had enjoyed for well over two thousand years; heredit- 
ary cultivating proprietors of land were turned into rack-rented 
tenants at will, and conditions were thus created that led to con- 


* This essay was first published in Robert E. Frykenberg, ed., Land 
Control and Social Structure in Indian History (Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin 
Press, 1969). 


344 STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN RURAL SOCIETY 


tinuous social discord and economic deterioration and the decay 
of agriculture.” 


The discussion of the revolution in the land-holding struc- 
ture rests on a series of assumptions about the nature of 
the economic and social structure of pre-modern India. The 
‘first of these assumptions concerns the stability of traditional 
structures. This stability is implied in the above statement 
when it refers to rights ‘enjoyed for well over two thousand 
years.’ The most extreme form of this type of assumption is 
the idea of the unchanging ‘village republic’ which was ar- 
ticulated in its fullest form by Sir Charles Metcalfe in his de- 
scription of villages in the early-nineteenth-century Delhi 
territory: 


The Village communities are little Republics, having nearly 
everything they want within themselves, and almost indepen- 
dent of any foreign relations. They seem to last where nothing 
else lasts. Dynasty after dynasty tumbles down; revolution suc- 
ceeds to revolution; Hindus, Pathan, Mughal, Mahratta, Sikh, 
English are masters in turn, but the village communities remain 
the same.’ 


Another set of assumptions involves the internal social 
composition of the village republics and the relations be- 
tween the village republics and the state, particularly in the 
assessment and collection of revenue. It is widely held that 
land was not a commodity that could be sold or transferred in 
the market; rather, the system centred on the product of the 
land and rights to shares of this product. Immediately prior 
to the eighteenth century in eastern and northern India, three 
distinct groups shared the product of the land. They were the 
cultivators who actually tilled the soil, the controllers of cul- 
tivators (usually labelled zamindars or intermediaries), and 
the state. The three were in constant conflict and negotiation 
over rightful claim to the product of the soil and the results of 
the labour of the cultivator. In this system, legal title over the 
land itself was irrelevant. 

A third set of assumptions relates to what happened in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It is believed that 
with the decline of the centralized military and political con- 
trol which the Mughal emperors had been able to exercise 
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and the rise of regional powers, circulation at the level of the 
controllers of cultivators (intermediaries) increased marked- 
ly. The leaders of the successor states tried to wipe out some 
of the controllers of cultivators in order to replace them with 
their own officers and relatives. At the same time the grow- 
ing number of tax farmers squeezed the cultivators in order 
to meet their obligations to the regional leaders. Warfare 
seems to have increased during the eighteenth century, and 
Europeans of that period believed that the wars and a dis- 
astrous famine in Bengal caused a great deal of productive 
agricultural land to be abandoned.* 

It is assumed by most writers on this period that even 
though many cultivators died or migrated, and traditional 
intermediaries were reduced to cultivators, died, or were 
driven off, the system did not essentially change; it was still 
the produce from the land, not the land itself, which was im- 
portant. It is assumed that it was the British who destroyed 
the old land control system by establishing an absolute, herit- 
able, and saleable right in land on the part of that person or 
corporate group deemed responsible for full and prompt pay- 
ment of land revenue to the government. 

Under the British men who had been tax farmers, petty 
revenue collectors, bankers, moneylenders, and traders 
obtained control of the land, first at auctions of the rights of 
delinquent revenue payers and later through moneylending 
activities. With the emergence of this new class of landlords, 
the cultivators and smaller intermediaries became economi- 
cally and politically less significant. Many cultivators lost 
their hereditary rights to cultivate particular lands, and the 
number of tenants-at-will increased. {n addition craftsmen, 
like weavers, potters, blacksmiths and carpenters, who sup- 
plied the limited non-agricultural products needed in the vil- 
lage community, were impoverished because of the increased 
supply of British manufactured goods. Village ‘servants’ 
such as water carriers, Chamars, barbers, and priests, lost 
their clientele. All of these supposedly linked changes are 
assumed to have turned the village community into a head- 
less, disorganized body in which most of the population 
was poor, degraded, and helpless. 

This essay will be devoted to an examination of data on 
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what actually happened to land control and social structure in 
a limited region in upper India, the major portion of the old 
Banaras province, which today is divided into Ballia, Ghazi- 
pur, Jaunpur, Banaras, and parts of Mirzapur in eastern Uttar 
Pradesh.” In particular, the central question I have asked is: 
what happened to the controllers and cultivators of land dis- 
possessed by the new groups who obtained absolute prop- 
rietary rights in the land in the early years of British rule? In 
answering this question the first step is to determine who 
actually controlled and cultivated land in the region before 
the arrival of the British. 


LAND CONTROL: 1596-1795 


One of the early sources of land information is the Ain-i- 
Akbari, of which Abul Fazl is usually considered the author. 
In reality, it is a compilation of a number of sources and 
writers.” A description and handbook of Akbar’s kingdom in 
the late sixteenth century, it contains an account of the 
revenue demand, the parganas (revenue subdivisions of a sarkar 
district), and a list of the caste groups from which revenue 
was obtained.’ From the statistics presented in the Ain-i- 
Akbari, a picture of the distribution of revenue payment can 
be obtained.® Table 1 is based on revenue demand, in dams (a 
fortieth of a rupee) given in the Ain-i-Akbari for the parganas 
which can be identified as being part of the districts of Jaun- 
pur, Ghazipur-Ballia and Banaras. The caste given as re- 
sponsible for payment of revenue probably was numerically 
the most important and other castes who also paid revenue in 
the parganas were probably omitted.” 

Some explanation of the castes involved is necessary. 
Rajputs are usually listed by their clan name, such as Bisen 
or Bachgoti, for a particular pargana. In most instances I would 
infer that these were lineages of particular Rajput clans who 
were responsible for payment of the revenue and who had 
the linked obligation of providing troops and cavalry for 
the Mughal armies. Their position as land controllers and 
revenue payers was usually based on conquests of semi- 
aboriginal tribes—Soeris, Bhars, and Cherus—in the four- 
teenth to sixteenth centuries and of other Rajput clans or of 


Castes Paying Land Revenue According to the Ain-i-Akbari, c. 1596 


TABLE 1 


Caste Jaunpur Ghazipur-Ballia Banaras All Districts 

Per Per Per Per 

Revenue cent Revenue cent Revenue cent Revenue cent 

Rajput 445,000 64 112,000 39 30,000 16 587,000 50 
Brahman-Bhumihar 43,000 6 170,000 59 151,000 79 364,000 30 
Brahman-Rajput 122,000 18 - - 11,000 5 133,000 11 
Muslim 35,000 5 - - - - 35,000 3 
Muslim-Rajput 43,000 6 - - - - 43,000 4 
Other 6,000 1 - - - - 6,000 1 
Unknown - - 7,000 2 - - 7,000 1 
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Muslim jagirdars from pre-Mughal times.'° It would appear 
that there were also territories held by lineages in which a 
particular individual was recognized as a raja and made respon- 
sible for the payment of the revenue. The Harbans Rajput 
raja in Ballia and the Chandel Rajput raja in Agori Barhar in 
Mirzapur are examples of such chiefs. Rajputs were responsi- 
ble for payment of fifty per cent of the total revenue demand 
and shared responsibility with Brahmans or Muslims for an 
additional fifteen per cent. The thirty per cent of the land re- 
venue paid by Brahmans and Bhumihar’s requires some ex- 
planation. In the Ain-i-Akbari, Bhumihars as such are not 
listed. Bhumihars are a caste found i in western Bihar and east- 
ern Uttar Pradesh who claim Brahman status, but who are 
essentially landed classes, do not carry out priestly functions 
and are distinct in tradition and culture from Brahmans and 
Rajputs.'’ Elliot mentions that Abul Fazl, whom he consi- 
dered the compiler of the Ain-i-Akbari, did not appear to 
know the difference between Brahmans and Bhumihars. '? 
From what is known of the distribution of land-controlling 
groups in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries it 
may be conjectured that those groups listed in Table 1 as 
Brahman-Bhumihar in Ghazipur are primarily Bhumihar. In 
Banaras district many of those listed as Brahman-Bhumihar 
are Brahman. 

The relative paucity of Muslim revenue payers, three per 
cent for those parganas which they controlled in entirety and 
four per cent for those which they shared with Rajputs, indi- 
cates how quickly the land rights some Muslims had enjoyed 
in pre-Mughal times had been lost. 

As for the concrete details of land control, the Ain-i-Akbari 
tells us very little. However, the relatively low holdings 
of the Rajputs, from fifty to sixty-five per cent, refute the 
assumptions of late-cighteenth-century observers that 
Rajputs had always controlled almost all the land. 

In discussions of India in general, and on agrarian structure 
in particular, it is often assumed that for large areas and over 
long periods of time one model or form of land control and 
revenue administration was followed. It will be seen in what 
follows that, particularly in the eighteenth century, for at 
least fifty years before the British began to exercise even 
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indirect influence over the revenue system of the Banaras 
province, the system was undergoing rapid change. The 
principles of revenue administration under the rajas of Ba- 
naras (1738-75) and during the period of indirect rule by the 
British (1775-95) and their effects on the structure of land 
control within the province must be understood before we 
can determine what happened from 1795 to 1885 when the pro- 
vince was under the direct administration of British officials. 


Land Control under the Rajas of Banaras: 1740—88 


Under the rajas of Banaras a ‘wide variety of individuals and 
groups with widely different claims of legitimacy controlled 
the land. There were petty rajas, jagirdars with imperial 
sanads (grants), and groups such as Rajput lineages who were 
in a position to control both the land and those who directly 
produced crops from the land. Each of these had differing 
legal, political, social, and economic rights to the land and 
obligations to the imperial or.regional rulers. Similarly, their 
ties to the agricultural producers differed. 

If the emperor or the regional ruler granted a jagir to an 
officer, this sometimes meant that the individual or corporate 
body previously responsible for payment of revenue to the 
ruler paid it instead to the jagirdar. This transition could be 
peaceful, or the jagirdar might have to eliminate the previous 
revenue payers by force. One lineage of Rajputs might subju- 
gate another, so that the former zamindars were reduced to 
the status of cultivators and left with only the income from 
their home farm (sir land) which they cultivated with their 
servants or tenants-at-will. In general, Rajputs were repla- 
cing Muslim families as zamindars during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. However, it is my impression that be- 
fore 1738 the changes taking place in land control simply in- 
volved different actors playing the same roles, rather than 
structural changes in which the roles and associated social re- 
lationships of superiors to subordinates were changed. 

From 1738 to 1795 structural change in the system of land 
control did take place. This period can be divided into three 
phases. The first phase was from 1738 to 1775 during which 
time Mansa Ram and his relatives established themselves first 
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as amils (tax officials), then as superior zamindars (land con- 
trollers), and finally were recognized by the emperor, the 
Nawab of Oudh, and the East India Company as rajas of Ba- 
naras. The second phase, 1775-87, began with the treaty 
concluded by Asaf-ud-daula ceding the Banaras province to 
the Company. After Chait Singh, a descendant of Mansa 
Ram, paid the Company two million rupees and agreed to 
provide troops, he was allowed to run the province as his 
own kingdom. In 1781, after Chait Singh’s rebellion against 
the Company, Warren Hastings instituted some changes in 
the government of the raja, but basically allowed Mahip 
Narayan Singh, a collateral relative of Chait Singh, to con- 
tinue to rule much as did his predecessor. The final phase 
started with the appointment of Jonathan Duncan as resident 
in 1787, with authority from the Council in Calcutta to run 
the revenue system on behalf of the raja. Theoretically, his 
appointment did not affect the raja’s sovereignty over his do- 
main. During Duncan’s time as resident, a revenue settle- 
ment was carried out which, although based on the principles 
of revenue settlement then practised in Banaras, had a fixity 
and regularity of type not known in the area for fifty years. 
The period ends with the declaration of the permanent settle- 
ment of land revenue in 1795, the extension of all the Bengal 
Regulations of 1793 to Banaras, and the complete loss of 
sovereignty of the Raja of Banaras over the region. From 
1795 the Banaras province was administered as part of British 
India, first as part of Bengal, then as part of the North- 
Western Provinces. 

In general, the goal of the rajas of Banaras—Mansa Ram (c. 
1732-40), Balwant Singh (c. 1740-70), Chait Singh (1770- 
81), and Mahip Narayan Singh (1781—95)—-was to establish a 
dynasty and to make themselves sole zamindars in the re- 
gion. The founder of the family, Mansa Ram, had been made 
amil or superintendent of revenue collection for the present 
districts of Jaunpur, Banaras, and part of Mirzapur by the 
Nawab of Oudh in 1738. After Mansa Ram’s death in 1740 
this right was confirmed by the emperor in Delhi and the 
Nawab of Oudh on behalf of his son, Balwant Singh. In 1758 
his charge was extended to the present districts of Ballia and 
Ghazipur. 
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Between 1738 and 1775 the rajas of Banaras carried out ex- 
tensive military operations against all other rajas in their ter- 
ritories, as well as against some of the Rajput, Brahman, and 
Bhumihar corporate bodies which controlled land. A British 
officer, D. B. Morrison, in reviewing the history of the rajas 
in 1842 commented: 


[Balwant Singh] proceeded to great lengths in ousting the old 
Zamindars and forcing them to give up tenures which they had 
from former governments. So perseveringly was this system fol- 
lowed up, that it became dangerous for any one under his rule to 
assert a right to be called Zamindar. The records and offices of 
the Canoongoes were destroyed and every means taken to 
render the substantiation of Zamindar’s claims as difficult as 
possible. '* 


Among those who were attacked and defeated by the rajas 
were the Goatam Bhumihars in Banaras, before 1728; Rajput 
chiefs of Murreahu in Jaunpur, 1739; the Mans Rajputs of 
Bhadhoi in Mirzapur, 1748; the Chandel Rajput of Bijaighar, 
Mirzapur, 1752; the Mohammedan zamindars of Bhagwat, 
Mirzapur, c. 1753—4; the Latifpur zamindars of Mirzapur, c. 
1753-34; and the Chandel Rajputs of Burhar, Mirzapur, 
1753-4. From 1755 to 1758 the raja was engaged in subduing 
lineages of Rajputs in Jaunpur district; after 1758 Balwant 
Singh turned to Ghazipur and defeated the Hurbans and Uj- 
jaini Rajputs of Ballia. *° 

Apparently some rajas, like the rajas of Raja Bazaar, Sing- 
ramau, and Badlapur on the boundary between Oudh and 
Banaras, and some lineages of Rajputs, like the Sengar 
Rajputs of Lakhnessar, were successful in preventing the raja 
from dispossessing them. The raja had to settle for a lump 
sum paid to him directly and not through the intermediary 
revenue officers (amils). This payment was more in the na- 
ture of a tribute than revenue. 

In terms of the area of land controlled and amount of re- 
venue paid in the eighteenth century, the lineage territory 
was the predominant type of landholding. The members of 
the lineages lived in mud forts, either in the centre of the 
territory they controlled, or on a river or stream so that they 
could control river traffic. In their fort there would also be å 
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bazaar which they controlled and taxed, as well as artisans 
producing tools and some articles of consumption, such as 
cloth and ornaments. The surrounding villages would be 
occupied by cultivators, usually of low caste, and there 
would be an occasional Brahman village established on krish- 
narpan (land granted to Brahmans for payment of ritual ser- 
vice). In some areas there were also resident Rajputs in the 
villages. These Rajputs were sometimes of a different clan 
than the fort-dwelling, dominant Rajputs, and had been sub- 
jugated by the dominant lineage, or else were cadet lines who 
developed as the parent lineages outgrew their forts and 
younger sons and their families had to be settled in a village. 
However, I think there is evidence to support the proposition 
that throughout the eighteenth century over most of the area, 
the dominant lineages tended to be based in forts, not villages. 

The contention is supported by the manner in which the 
product of the land was divided. In the eighteenth century 
there were several ways these lineages divided the land and its 
product. Following the genealogical charter from the 
mythical ancestor, every male member of the lineage had a 
claim to part of the product or the land. As long as a group of 
agnates lived together, the sharing could be done by sharing 
the crop and keeping the land undivided. However, this form 
of division appears to have been rather uncommon. Usually 
the lineage members would actually divide up the land by 
village or villages. Sometimes the sons or grandsons of a 
founder of a lineage took portions of villages so that the lands 
they controlled were intermixed. 

The rajas of Banaras, although they strongly attacked these 
Rajput landholders, usually recognized the grants of previous 
rulers of muaafi (revenue-free land) to kazis (Muslim law 
officers), and to some ‘serving’ castes such as Kohars (pot- 
ters). In some instances the latter were settled in hamlets near 
roads and bazaars to provide earthenware to government 
officials and other travellers. In the villages lands were grant- 
ed to Brahmans, Muslim fakirs, and village servants. Lands 
were also provided for sarai (rest houses) and to holy men. '® 

In some regions of their territory the raja’s officers had 
considerable difficulty in imposing their demands on those 
who controlled land in villages or groups of villages, particu- 
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larly in Kantit and Bhadhoi in Mirzapur and in parts of 
Banaras. Brahmans, who appear to have been local land con- 
trollers in these areas, often had displaced Kunbis, an agri- 
cultural caste, as cultivators in the early eighteenth century. 
In actuality the Brahmans did not cultivate in the sense of 
plowing and reaping as did their predecessors, the Kunbis, 
but had their employees and lower-caste dependants do this 
work.'’ When the raja’s amils tried to have the Brahmans pay 
the same revenue rate as the Kunbis, the Brahmans insisted 
on a lower rate because they were Brahmans. Usually Raj- 
puts and Brahmans paid at a lower rate per unit of land they 
‘cultivated’ themselves than did other castes. In Jaunpur dis- 
trict in 1788 the general rate of revenue per bigha (two-thirds 
of an acre) ranged from twelve annas to seven rupees; but 
Brahmans and Rajputs never paid more than three rupees pér 
bigha.'® When revenue was paid in kind, Rajputs and Brah- 
mans paid fifty per cent of the crop, and other castes paid 
fifty-eight per cent. Brahmans went to great lengths to pre- 
vent the raja’s officials from raising their revenue payments 
legally or illegally through poisoning themselves, slashing 
their bodies with knives, and placing female relatives on 
funeral pyres with the threat of killing them—all to the end of 
invoking supernatural wrath on the officials who would be 
responsible for the death or mutilation of a Brahman. "°? 

Brahmans and Rajputs appear to have been successful in 
preventing the rajas from raising revenue rates or interfering 
in the internal management of their lands.” In 1789 John 
Neave commented that the Rajputs of Jaunpur had 


a military spirit... mixed with a degree of wildness and the 
idea of Hoormut [honour] which makes them prone to resist the 
native collectors, which they can do by their distinct castes, liv- 
ing many of them together in one or more adjoining villages, 
so that being this united they of course adopt each other’s 
quarrels.7! 


In addition to the bonds within the lineages, many of the 
Rajputs had strong control over their low-caste followers and 
dependants and often would abscond with crops and their 
agricultural workers to prevent the raja’s collection of the re- 
venue. 
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Under Mahip Narayan Singh, just before the British took 
direct. charge of revenue administration in Banaras, regular 
assessment and collection of revenue had all but broken 
down. By this time the amils were mainly tax farmers who 
bid annually for the right to collect taxes. The revenue they 
collected was paid into the raja’s treasury through the agency 
of Banaras bankers. The amils used every means possible— 
false weights and measures, overestimation of standing crops 
and direct force—to collect as much as possible from the cul- 
tivators. In 1788 there were thirty-five amils responsible for 
payment to the raja. Of the thirty-five, eight were Muslims 
and paid forty per cent of the revenue; one of these, Kulb Ali 
Beg, and his relatives, paid over three-quarters of the total 
amount due. Fifteen Rajputs and Bhumihars paid thirty- 
seven per cent. Many of the Bhumihar amils were depen- 
dents or officers of the Raja of Banaras who had been granted 
mixed jagiri-amildari rights; for example, Ausan Singh, 
Mahip Narayan Singh’s diwan paid a revenue of approx- 
imately fifty thousand rupees on a pargana, Saidpur Bhitri, 
which produced well over a hundred thousand rupees in re- 
venue. The difference between what Ausan Singh paid and 
what he collected represented part of his salary. In addition to 
the eight Muslim and fifteen Rajput and Bhumihar amils, 
three Kayathas, three Brahmans, and six Hindus of trading 
and banking communities collected thirteen per cent of the 
revenue. I have been unable to find out who was responsible 
for the collection of the remaining ten per cent of the revenue 
demand. The amils were partially controlled by the bankers 
who advanced them money to meet the raja’s demands.” 
© Raja Mahip Narayan Singh, in turn, was under pressure 
from the British, who in 1781 had raised the tribute deman- 
ded from the raja from two and a half million rupees to four 
million, which had led the raja to increase his demands on the 
revenue officials. The continual raising of the revenue de- 
mand ‘legally’ and ‘illegally’ appears to have forced many 
cultivators to abandon their fields. V. A. Narain: summarized 
the situation as follows: 


Since the expulsion of Chait Singh, the revenue had no doubt 
been maintained but the country declined. Duncan when on tour 
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through the province in the Spring of 1788 saw many of the par- 
ganas in a state of decay. Some of the largest and best of them 
were little better than a waste. The pargana of Kharid was for 
more than fifteen miles one continued [sic] waste covered only 
with rank grass. The pargana of Balua was also as desolate as 
kharid. In the pargana of Sikandarpur, one-fourth of the land 
was lying fallow, and Duncan could not see more than twenty 
fields of cultivated grounds. Equally noticeable was the decline 
of once fertile and productive parganas like Chausa, Zamania 
and Narwas.”° 


Jonathan Duncan’s Land Settlement: 1788-90 


Jonathan Duncan’s revenue settlements of 1788-90 were 
carried out on the basis of the revenue records which had sur- 
vived tha Raja of Banaras’ campaigns of destruction and of 
information supplied by kanungos, other local officials, and 
the panchayats of locally recognized leaders. Investigations 
were also carried out by Duncan’s British and Indian 
assistants.” Two major questions had to be settled from this 
information: who was to pay the revenue, i.e. who was to be 
recognized as holding zamindari rights? How much were 
those holding zamindarirights to pay? 

The person engaging to pay the revenue, if he was recog- 
nized by those making the settlement as holding zamindari 
rights, received a patta (deed of lease), setting forth the am- 
ount of revenue to be paid and the name of the part of the vil- 
lage or villages over which he held rights. 

Duncan knew that the raja’s campaigns against the zamin- 
dars had effectively destroyed the rights of some groups and 
individuals to be considered zamindars. He also understood 
that corporate groups as well as individuals had landed 
rights. Whenever possible, Duncan tried to restore zamindari 
rights to the holders of such rights before the Raja of Banaras’ 
campaigns. In practice the rule became that any person who 
could prove that he paid the revenue, as de facto zamindar, 
for any year after 1775 (the year of the grant of de jure 
sovereignty by Asaf-ud-daula of the Banaras province to the 
East India Company) could be recognized as zamindar, as 
long as he was willing to agree to pay the revenue in future. 
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Proof of holding zamindari rights included possession of tax 
receipts, a patta from previous tax officials, entry in the 
kanungo’s records if they existed, or the statement of ‘lead- 
ing’ men in the area. As a last resort in a dispute between 
several claimants, the case could be referred to the land re- 
venue court established in Banaras. 

If no claim was accepted for zamindari rights, or if mo one 
wanted to accept the obligation to pay the revenue, the land 
was offered on lease to a tax farmer, initially for a period of 
five years; in Duncan’s later settlement the farming arrange- 
ments were for ten years. The farmer agreed to pay the re- 
venue demand and; in turn, collected from the cultivators. In 
a few instances in which neither zamindari pattas nor farming 
pattas were granted, government officials collected directly 
from the cultivators. 

Duncan wanted to collect the revenue from and to grant 
zamindari rights to what he termed the ‘village zamindars’, 
by which he meant those men in lineage territories or taluks 
who stood forward as leaders of the corporate body, or those 
individuals who could establish their rights to parts of 
villages or whole villages, either as grants from previous 
governments or through tradition. In addition to ‘village 
zamindars’, some large zamindars, usually former chiefs— 
the rajas of Badlapur and Ballia for example—were granted 
zamindari rights over extensive lands on the basis of their 
former ‘royal’ positions. Approximately ten per cent of the 
land revenue was alienated to jagirdars (land grantees}, many 
of whom, like Ausan Singh and Beni Ram Pandit, owed their 
jagirs to Warren Hastings who granted them as rewards for 
support of the Company during Chait Singh’s rebellion. 

Duncan ran into considerable difficulty in trying to iden- 
tify ‘village zamindars’. Most of the co-sharers in the lands of 
the villages held by corporate bodies, which appears to have 
been the most common type of holding, did not necessarily 
recognize leaders in a formal way. Even in lineages where 
there were formal leadership roles, leadership did not neces- 
sarily have anything to do with zamindari rights or with tax- 
paying functions. Frequently the leader was only primus inter 
pares. In most lineages the land often was divided, following 
genealogical principles, inte smaller divisions (mahals, pattis, 
thoks). 
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For example, the Raghubansi Rajputs of Dobhi taluk had 
an ancestor, Ganesh Rai, who had conquered the taluk in the 
late fifteenth or early sixteenth century. He had two sons, 
Iswardas and Ramdeo, each of whom inherited half of the 
taluk. Iswardas had four sons, and Ramdeo had eight sons. 
Therefore, each of Iswardas’ sons inherited a half of their 
father’s estate or an eighth of the original land. Ramdeo’s 
sons inherited an eighth of their father’s estate or a sixteenth 
of the original land. Each of the members of the lineage 
traced his descent back to one of the twelve grandsons of the 
founder of the lineage. In the nineteenth century the living 
representatives of each of the twelve grandsons formed, for 
purposes of landholding and internal political organization, a 
group known as a mahal. Each member of the mahal had a 
share in the lands of the mahal known as a patti, the holder of 
which was termed a pattidar. The size of his holding de- 
pended on the number of close agnatic kin he had. Hence, an 
only son of an only son of an only son would have a relative- 
ly large share in the land or its produce, while a man whose 
father had many brothers, and whose grandfather had many 
brothers, would have a relatively small share. Often mem- 
bers of a sub-segment of a lineage—let us say all of the male 
offspring of a greatgrandfather—might live jointly and hold 
their lands jointly; none the less, the rule for equal partition 
for all agnatically related males existed, and any male of the 
household could calculate his share of the land or its produce. 

Even when actual control over the land and its tillers had 
been divided, the sair income from the rental of fishing and 
timber rights and fruit trees was often held jointly and used 
to defray corporate expenses. The mahals, pattis and thoks 
frequently did not follow village divisions in a neat fashion; 
for example, in a taluk of twenty villages with five mahals, 
each mahal might have a share of the twenty villages, or each 
mahal might control four distinct villages. The holdings 
within pattis could become very complex indeed because of 
internal transfer of land within the lineage, and at times of 
partition efforts were made to make the division equal in type 
of land as well as amount. . 

In the settlement made by Duncan there was confusion and 
complexity even at the pargana level, as the case of the Mon- 
gra pargana in Jaunpur district illustrates. Nineteen kabuliyats 
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(revenue agreements) for a total revenue of 84,502 rupees 
represented individual obligations ranging from 401 to 
22,602 rupees. Duncan commented on this pargana: 


- It is here to be observed that all the above separate cabooleats 
have not this year been taken in exact conformity to their natural 
or family shares as they are involved in much confusion. Naher 
Sing, for instance, is farming several Mahals which Sheopersand 
claims as his Zamindari and Sheopersand also holds in farm the 
Zamindari of others, viz. of Ayn Sing and Singram Sing. Again 
in Chope Sing’s farm there are two claimants to Zamindari 
rights, viz. Sheo Sing and Assreh Sing, the decision of which has 
been submitted by the parties to the arbitration of Naher Sing.” 


In this particular case Naher Singh apparently was reco- 
gnized as principal zamindar on behalf of a family who 
claimed leadership of a corporate body, and he was left to 
settle the shares of the revenue of the relatives subordinate 
to him. 

In some taluks the members of the corporate group refused 
to divide their lands, as in a case in Katihar pargana in 
Banaras. Duncan reported: 


It was proposed to the Zamindars of this Talookah to take pot- 
tahs for their respective shares, but this they 
declined as they declared such shares or pattees had never been 
divided, and they are willing and anxious to keep together and 
did not therefore wish or desire to have separate pottahs.”© 


In some instances, even when it was known who had clear 
claim to zamindari rights through grant or position, the 
zamindars were afraid to accept the obligation of revenue 
paying, because for many years in the past the revenue payers 
had been subject to considerable pressure and extortion, and 
they had no reason to expect that the administration of the 
settlement that Duncan and his assistants were undertaking 
would proceed any differently. Therefore, younger or less 
important members of the lineage sometimes received 
zamindari rights on behalf of their co-proprietors. 

In all, 5735 agreements for revenue payment were entered 
into in the settlement of 1789—90. Of these, 3204 were made 
with zamindars; the rest were made with farmers or were 
held amani (to be collected directly by the government).?’ In 
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terms of the area of the province, ‘two-thirds were ‘settled 
with village Zamindars; one-fourth was left with the revenue 
farmers, and one-twelfth remained Amani.’ 

In addition to the difficulties of identifying and getting 
zamindars to accept the revenue obligations, there were 
grave faults in Duncan’s settlement of 1789-90. There was 
no field by field survey, so that the establishment of the re- 
venue rates was somewhat haphazard. Some estates were 
underassessed, particularly if the holders or their predeces- 
sors were strong in relation to revenue officials and hence 
could keep the assessment down. Similarly, weak individuals 
had high assessments. Estates which were poorly cultivated 
and those with waste land were lower assessed than highly 
cultivated estates. Duncan and his assistants tried in some in- 
stances to take into account the potential as well as the actual 
agricultural production of an estate, but without close 
observation of each village and its fields and waste this was 
very difficult. As a result some estates were underassessed, 
some fairly assessed and others overassessed. 

In the settlement of 1789-90 no boundaries between fields 
within a mahal or between mahals or between villages were 
established. This led to a considerable number of disputes 
among co-sharers and neighbouring zamindars and propriet- 
ary groups, to the detriment of agricultural production and 
the payment of the revenue. No record of rights of subordin- 
ate members of proprietary groups was recorded. Internal di- 
vision of the revenue obligation was left to be recorded by 
members themselves. No record of rights of permanent 
tenants and other tenants was kept, so that subordinate culti- 
vators had no legal protection. Between 1795 and 1840 each 
of these defects of the settlement of 1789-90 were to have 
consequences in the transfer of rights to land. 

The major sanction for ensuring the full and prompt pay- 
ment of the land revenue was distraint of crops and other 
assets of the defaulting payers, or imprisonment. If an estate 
was consistently in arrears the revenue was collected by a 
sazawal, a specially appointed officer who collected payments 
from the cultivators on behalf of the defaulting revenue 
payers. There were no sales to realize arrears of revenue dur- 
ing Duncan’s time in Banaras (1789-95). 
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On the basis of records in the India Office Library and the 
Uttar Pradesh Central Record Office in Allahabad it is im- 
possible to make any reliable quantitative statement about 
who became zamindars under Duncan’s settlement. Table 2 
gives the numbers by castes for seven of some ninety parga- 
nas in Banaras province about which I was able to find data. 
Little can be inferred from the Table, as the amount of land 
held or revenue to be paid by the holders is not stated in the 
records. It would appear that one predominant caste or com- 
munity were the landholders in each pargana. Rajputs were 
dominant in Katihar, Kolaslah, Majhwa and Mongra. Bhu- 
mihars were dominant in Zaherabad and Kopah, and Mus- 
lims in Haveli Ghazipur. The percentage of other castes is 
small. 

By and large, nineteenth-century local British officials be- 
lieved that Rajputs were the numerically dominant caste of 
landlords in the province as a whole, particularly in Jaunpur, 
Mirzapur and Ballia, and parts of Ghazipur and Banaras. The 
Brahmans were significant in Banaras and Bhumihars were 
found as landlords in large numbers in Ghazipur, a few parts 
of Ballia and scattered through Banaras. There were some 
Muslim landholding groups scattered through the area, but 
Jaunpur and Ghazipur were the only two districts where they 
had any sizeable representation. With the exception of some 
of the jagirdars, who like Beni Ram Pandit and his family 
lived in Banaras city, landed groups lived in or near their 
lands. Although some Kayastha and merchant castes held 
land, their holdings were small—a village or a few villages 
granted for government service. 

In 1795 Duncan’s imperfect settlement was declared 
permanent, along the lines laid down in the Bengal Regula- 
tions of 1793. In 1795 Duncan’s younger brother, Alexander 
Duncan, who had acted for a time as Jonathan’s assistant, was 
made Collector, and four district courts were established. 
The administration of the Banaras region became completely 
part of Bengal. 


LAND SALES AND THE NEW POSSESSORS: 1795-1885. 
Under the Bengal Regulations of 1795 estates declared to be 


TABLE 2 
Castes of Zamindars on Seven Parganas, 1789-90 


Caste Katihar Kolaslah Majhwa H. Ghazipur Zaherabad Kopah Mongra_ All Parganas 
Per Per Per Per Per Per Per Per 


No. cent No. cent No. cent No. cent No. cent No. cent No. cent No. cent 


Rajput 81 76 13 62 18 90 3 3 8 5 10 14 11 55 144 29 
Bhumihar 7 6 2 10 - - 17 17 80 55 44 59 2 10 152 31 
Brahman 6 6 2 10 1 5 10 10 11 8 12 16 2 10 44 9 
Musli — - 1 4 - - 59 59 24 16 3 4 1 5 88 18 
Kayas 2 2 - - - _ 2 2 - - ~ - 1 5 5 1 
Other Hindu 6 6 3 14 1 5 10 9 24 16 5 7 2 10 51 11 
Unknown 4 4 — - - — - - ~ - ~ _ 1 5 5 1 

Total 106 100 21 #100 20 100 101 100 147 100 74 100 20 100 489 100 


SOURCES: Katihar (Banaras), A.C.R.O., Banaras Commissioner’s Office, Proceedings of the Resident at Banaras, Book 134, Basta 
47, p.'18—86; Kolaslah (Banaras), ibid., Basta 27, Register No. 29, 1 March 1790; Majhwa (Mirzapur), ibid., 17 March 1790; Haveli 
Ghazipur (Ghazipur), ibid.; Zaherabad (Ghazipur), Basta 26, Register No. 27; Kopah (Ballia), ibid., Basta 27, Register No. 29, 22 
January 1790; Mongra (Jaunpur), ibid., Basta 23, Register No. 13, 27 January 1789. 
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in arrears of revenue could be auctioned off to the highest 
bidder, who thus obtained zamindari rights and the obliga- 
tion to pay the government revenue. The first public auction 
of the land of a zamindar declared a defaulter in payment of 
public revenue took place in 1796. In a few years’ time, by 
1800, zamindari rights in lands valued in tens of thousands of 
rupees were being auctioned annually.”? In Ghazipur district, 
on 7 October 1799, ninety mahals, paying a jama (land re- 
venue) of 146,470 rupees were put up for public auction as 
they were declared in arrears in payment of the government 
revenue. Of these, forty-five were recorded by the Collector 
of Banaras as having been sold, representing land revenue of 
53,336 rupees. The purported balances due on these forty- 
five estates was 17,313 rupees; the amount realized from the 
sales was 15,531 rupees. One estate was not sold because the 
balance had been paid; forty-four others were not sold be- 
cause there were no bidders.” 

The Home Authorities in 1810 stated that under James 
Barton, Collector of Banaras from 1801 to 1806, nearly 
half the property of the province of Banaras had been 
transferred.*' In 1815 W. Cracroft, a magistrate in Ghazipur, 
believed that ‘nearly all the principal estates had changed 
proprietors’. 

Wilton Oldham, who served almost ten years in Ghazipur 
during the 1860s and early 1870s and who wrote two excel- 
lent studies on the history of Ghazipur (Historical and Statistical 
Memoir of the Ghazeepoor and the Province of Benaras, [ Allaha-~ 
bad, 1870] and Tenant Right and Auction Sales [Dublin, 1873]), 
stated: ‘It is probable that about one-quarter of the whole dis- 
trict of Ghazipur is in possession of representatives of pur- 
chasers at auction sales for realization of revenue’. ”? William 
Irvine, Settlement Officer for Ghazipur district from 1880 to 
1885, reviewed the statistics on land transfers between 1842 
and 1882 and concluded: 


In forty years [1842-82] one quarter of the land has changed 
hands . . . . If we add the immense areas which passed from old 
Zamindars in ‘the period 1795-1820, when sales for revenue 
arrears were frequent, it is not too much to assume that three- 
fourths of the districts have changed hands since the commence- 
ment of British rule.” 
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During the first period of rapid transfer of zamindari 
rights, the sellers of these estates were representatives of line- 
ages, clans and relatively small holders with whom the land had 
been settled between 1789 and 1795. During this period the 
revenue was collected by Indian officials termed tahsildars. 
These officials collected the revenue from the zamindars 
within the parganas of which they had charge. The tahsildars 
had police power and were responsible for the maintenance 
of law and order. They received an 11.5 per cent commission 
on the revenue they collected. In this period there were over 
ninety parganas, and an average of forty-four tahsildars were 
officially listed on the government’s books. However, three 
men, the Raja of Banaras, Sheolal Dube, and Devikinundan 
Singh, controlled two-thirds of the actual collection of re- 
venue. They often had relatives and employees standing for 
them as tahsildars. These men made huge profits from their 
control of revenue collections, legally through their commis- 
sions and illegally through extortion and by raising illegal 
taxes on the zamindars. In addition, these men knew which 
estates had become profitable through being underassessed in 
the settlement of 1789-90, and through their positions they 
could have such estates brought to the block.” 

R. O. Wyne, a judge in Jaunpur district from 1809 to 1816, 
summarized the situation as follows: 


Resistance by force or recourse to dharna and kaor however does 
not appear to have prevented considerable rights as landlords 
from going to the tahsildars . . . . The tahsildars controlled the 
Sharistadars and other record keepers so it was simple for them 
to make it appear in the records, which in the collector’s office or 
the courts were taken as the evidence of arrears of revenue due, 
that a particular estate had failed to pay its government revenue. 
The estate revenue was then collected directly by the tahsildar, 
affording him additional commissions and opportunities for cor- 
rupt charges on the cultivators or auctioned-off land purchased 
by a relative or dependent of the officials.*© 


Although some of the abuses of the tahsildari system were 
eliminated in 1807, sales for arrears of revenue still continued 
as the major means of land transfer. After 1822, with the in- 
creased awareness in influential men like Holt MacKenzie, 
W. W. Bird and R. M. Bird of the consequences of the large- 
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scale sale of rights, there was some lessening in the number of 
auctions. However, as auctions for arrears of revenue de- 
creased, the number of auctions to satisfy decrees of the 
courts increased. In these auctions zamindars who had fallen 
into debt and had used their zamindari rights as security lost 
their estates if they were unable or unwilling to pay their cre- 
ditors. After the ‘settlement of 1839-42 most auction sales 
were for debt rather than arrears of revenue. 

Tables 3, 4 and 5 summarize data on 283 public auctions. *’ 
Considerable caution is necessary in the interpretation of 
these data. The transactions summarized are only a small 
portion of all lands sold at auction in the period 1795-1850. 
In the tabular presentation of the data abstracted from these 
283 transactions I have often had to infer caste from the 
names given in the certificates. By and large, Brahman names 
such as Misra, Pande, Dube and Chaube are simpie to iden- 
tify in the region. There is some inaccuracy in the distinctions 
between Rajput or Thakurs and Bhumihar names as both 
may be identified in the records by the surname ‘Sing’ or 
‘Singh’. Bhumihars frequently used the title ‘Rai’ or ‘Rao’ as 
part of their names, a practice less frequent among Rajputs or 
Thakurs. In addition, later settlement reports and census 
material indicate in which parganas of Ballia and Ghazipur 
there were a large number of Bhumihars, and I inferred that 
in these parganas the name ‘Singh’ indicated a Bhumihar. 
Some Baniya names, such as Dos (Das) and Chund, are easy 
to identify. There is probably some overlap between Kayas- 
thas and Banrya names as some of each group use Lal as a last 
name. I took the title ‘Lalla’ appearing in the certificates as 
indicating Kayastha caste status. In some of the certifi- 
cates caste names for various castes are used, for instance 
Agarwal, a trading caste, and Kalwar, a low caste of distillers 
and traders. 

In general, though the presentation of data in statistical 
tables seems precise, the reader should be aware of possible 
errors in identification of caste status. It is my feeling that I 
may have overstated the number of Rajputs and Kayasthas 
and understated the number of Bhumihars and Baniyas in- 
volved in the transactions summarized below. 

The category ‘Occupation’ in Table 5 is derived directly 


Caste 

No 

Rajput 71 
Muslim 19 
Brahman 20 
Bhumihar 11 
Baniya 10 
Kayastha 2 
Low Caste 5 
‘Other 3 
Unknown 21 
Total 162 


* Less than 1 per cent. 


Banaras 


Revenue 


118,818 
25,684 
22,843 

9,520 
8,895 
1,076 
2,970 
596 
11,959 


202,361 


Per 
cent 


t 


6 


100 


TABLE3 
Sellers of Land at Auction, 1795-1850 


Ghazipur-Ballia 


Per 


No. Revenue cent 


4,402 12 
15,527 43 
800 2 
12,105 330 
1,005 3 
386 1 
2,175 6 
36,400 100 


No. 


50 
8 
4 


4 


m m o | 


71 


Jaunpur 


Revenue 


56,196 
5,356 
7,019 


12,033 


1,176 
852 
9,500 


92,132 


Per 
cent 


61 


No. 


~a o 


Mirzapur 

Per 

Revenue cent 
12,474 48 
3,81 3 15 
4,033 16 
3,037 12 
755 3 
1,565 6 
25,677 100 


No. 


134 
38 
31 
17 
20 


All Districts 


Revenue 


191,890 
50,380 
34,695 
21,625 
24,970 

1,076 
5,287 
1,448 
25,199 


356,570 


Per 
cent 


54 
14 
10 


yte 


100 


TABLE 4 
Buyers of Land at Auction, 1795-1850 


Caste Banaras Ghazipur-Ballia Jaunpur Mirzapur All Districts 


eee | <element 


Per Per Per Per Per 
No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent 


Rajput 27 22,532 11 7 14,275 39 10 16,825 18 4 2,207 9 48 55,839 16 
Muslim 17 13,026 8 14,613 40 8 10,664 12 2 550 2 35 38,853 11 
Brahman 13 11,553 6 1 851 3 5 3,685 4 ii 11,430 45 30 27,519 8 
Bhumihar 20 52,480 26 2 1,852 5 17 31,083 34 1 2,956 11 40 88,371 25 
Baniya 56 77,235 38 1 3,610 10 10 9,605 10 7 7,060 27 74 97,510 27 
Kayastha 24 22,221 11 2 1,199 3 16 17,782 19 - - ~ 42 41,202 14 
Low Caste 1 2,081 t - - - 5 2,488 3 1 977 4 7 5,566 1 
Other 1 - > - - - - - ~ 3 477 2 3 477 * 
Unknown 4 1,233 1 - - - = - - - - 4 1,233 y 

Total 162 202,361 100 21 36,400 100 71 92,132 100 29 25,677 100 283 356,570 100 


+ > + 2 


* Less than 1 per cent * Less than 1 per cent. 


TABLE5 
' Occupation of Buyers of Land at Auction, 1795-1850 


Occupation Banaras Ghazipur Jaunpur Mirzapur All Districts 
Per Per Per Per Per 

No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent No. Revenue cent 

Zamindari 23 23,435 12 5 8,694 24 19 30,957 34 14 10,256 40 61 73,342 21 

Raja of Banaras 20 52,470 26 - - - 14 27,921 30 - - - 34 80,391 22 

Commerce and 

Moneylending 53 70,993 35 1 3,610 10 3 6,598 7 9 10,327 40 66 91,528 26 

Service 14 12,2566 1 813 2 29 17121 19 2 550 2 46 30,740 9 

Law 27 21,193 10 - - - - ~- - - - - 27 21,193 6 

Unknown 25 22,014 11 14 23,283 64 6 9,535 10 4 4,544 18 49 59,376 16 


Total 162 202,361 100 21 36,400 100 71 92,132 100 29 25,677 100 283 356,570 100 
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from the data recorded by the Collector at the time of sale. It 
would appear difficult to draw the line between mahajans 
(bankers and traders) and zamindars as to occupation, as 
many bankers and traders were landholders and some zamin- 
dars engaged in trade and moneylending. ‘Service’ appears to 
have been a residual category at the time for the Collectors. It 
encompasses clerks, lower government officials, employees 
of large zamindars, or almost anyone not self-employed. 

A general point must also be borne in mind about these 
data. There is no way of knowing what was the origin of the 
rights being auctioned. The seller himself may have been an 
auction purchaser at some earlier date. Some of the sales of 
1795-1830 were themselves fraudulent means of establishing 
title to land, and the buyer and seller may have been the same 
person. It is also possible that some estates were frequently 
sold and resold; this would be true of estates overassessed at 
the original settlement. 

I do not know of any way by which any inference can be 
made about the relationship between the sales on which I 
have information and the total number of sales which took 
place in the region from 1795 to 1850. Although I tried to 
make my survey of existing available records as complete as 
possible, it is probable some pertinent data were overlooked 
in the almost one thousand volumes examined. In addition to 
my errors of omission, Dewar states: 


The records appertaining to the United Provinces have suffered 
in various places from one or other of the following causes of 
destruction: 
1) Ravages of the mutineers in 1857 
2) Accidental fires in record rooms 
3) Indiscriminate weeding of records 
4) Careless preservation of records, which has resulted in the 
destruction of many documents by white-ants, fish, in- 
sects, etc. °° 


Dewar wrote this in the early twenties of this century, and 
although the rate of destruction has greatly diminished since 
then some weeding and some continued destruction by 
insects has occurred. 

Therefore, the tables summarizing the data found do not 
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illustrate anything about the universe of all sales for arrears 
and decrees of court which took place. They are not a repre- 
sentative sample. The only thing that can be said for the 283 
transactions summarized is that there is no basis I can see, ex- 
cept accident, which preserved them or which enabled me to 
find and record them. The data are much fuller for the period 
1830-50. 

The heaviest sellers at the auction sales were Rajputs, who 
sold or ‘lost’ land paying Rs 191,890. This represents almost 
fifty-four per cent of the total land sales covered; of the 
amount, Rajputs bought lands paying Rs 55,839 in revenue, 
so their absolute loss was Rs 136,051 rupees or forty per cent 
of the land transferred. Of the three groups, Rajputs, Brah- 
mans and Muslims, who were forced to sell more than they 
bought, Rajputs accounted for most of the total lands ‘lost’. 
By any measure the conclusion that the Rajputs, who were 
controllers of corporate land holdings in the pre-1795 period, 
were the heavy sellers of land is inescapable. The conclusion 
drawn from the statistical material agrees with the judge- 
ments made on the non-statistical records as well. In short, 
the Rajput corporate bodies (largely lineages and segments of 
lineages) became the ‘dispossessed’. 

The gainers of land were Bhumihars (mainly the Raja of 
Banaras) who bought lands paying Rs 88,371 in revenue out 
of the total of Rs 356,570, or about twenty-five per cent of 
the lands bought. Their land-buying activities were confined 
largely to Banaras and Jaunpur districts, and since a large 
portion of transactions summarized in Tables 3-5 was from 
these districts, their role in land purchasing is overstated in 
these tables. Table 4 shows that two groups, Kayasthas and 
Baniyas, who had not been important landholders, were, re- 
latively speaking, heavy purchasers. These groups were 
transferring income gained through public service, business 
and legal practice into land. Table 5 illustrates this process. 
Subtracting the total of Rs 80,391 of revenue on lands purch- 
ased by the rajas of Banaras, and the lands transferred on 
which there is no data on the occupation of the buyer 
(Rs 59,376), approximately forty-one per cent of the lands 
transferred went to families whose principal occupations 
were money lending, service and law. In addition, residence 
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of the majority of the buyers was urban, principally in Ba- 
naras city, as shown in Table 6. Other land buyers lived in 
Jaunpur, Mirzapur and Ghazipur. 

Of the 183 purchasers defined as urban, 147 who bought 
lands paying Rs 197,686 lived in Banaras city. A list of 280 
estates bought at public auction, compiled by the Collector 
of Ghazipur district c. 1851-2, confirms the urban character 
of purchasers of estates at public auction, as shown in Table 
7. 

Sociologically, economically and politically the place of re- 
sidence of the purchaser of land was of great significance to 
the family or group selling or forced to sell the land because 
of its effect on the internal structure of the village or local area 
in which the land auctioned was located. Over half of the 


TABLE 6 
Residence of Buyers of Land at Auction, 1795-1850 
Per cent 
Residence No. Revenue of Revenue 
Urban 183 250,675 70 
Rural 56 64,233 18 
Unknown 44 41,662 12 
Total 283 356,570 100 


TABLE 7 
Residence of Buyers of Land in Ghazipur-Ballia, 1795—1850 
Per cent 
Residence No. Revenue of Revenue 
Urban 139 176,000 56 
Rural 132 134,000 43 
Unknown 9 4,000 1 
Total 280 314,000 100 


SOURCE: A.C.R.O., Banaras Commissioner’s Office, Miscellaneous 
Revenue Files, vol. 3, file 103, List of Estates Obtained at Public Auctions, 
1 September 1852. 
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purchasers in the Ghazipur-Ballia list were urban, and seventy 
per cent of the purchasers of land in the 283 transactions in 
the area as a whole were urban. Table 8 summarizes the dis- 
tance from the land purchased of the residence of the buyer in 
the Ghazipur-Ballia District List of 1851-2. 


TABLE 8 
Distance of Residence of Buyer from Land Bought in 
Ghazipur-Ballia, 1795-1850 


Av. No. Per cent 

Distance in Miles No. of Acres Revenue of Revenue 
0-4 69 611 42,207 13 
5-10 32 798 25,553 8 
11-20 55 1,004 55,256 18 
20+ 118 1,586 187,161 60 
Unknown 6 704 4,232 1 

Total 280 1,122 314,409 100 


SOURCE: See note to Table 7. 


Over two-thirds of the revenue came from estates whose 
purchasers lived over ten miles away. The inference drawn 
from Tables 6, 7 and 8 is that the new purchasers were over- 
whelmingly non-resident. Typically, they were urban and 
usually engaged in non-agricultural activities. For many of 
the new land-owning groups there was little direct contact 
with their estates, the cultivators, and former zamindars, ex- 
cept through agents. The concern of the landlord was with 
prompt and full payment of the rent due from his tenants, 
many of whom were the former zamindars and little else. 


Social Origins of the New Possessors: 1885 


Some information on the social origins of the new owners 
can be obtained from the data available in the reports on the 
revision of rights and settlements in the Banaras region from 
1878 to 1885. 

The 134 revenue payers classified as paying over Rs 1000 
per year in land revenue paida little less than one-third of the 
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revenue collected in the districts of Banaras, Ballia, Ghazipur 
and Jaunpur around 1885. Well over 100,000 others paid 
the remaining two-thirds of the revenue levied in the four 
districts. 

The question of the social origins of these large payers is a 
complicated one, and the classification developed in Table 9 
is imprecise. However, within the limitations of the data, 
Table 9 does provide a preliminary picture of the large 
re venue payers at the end ofthe nineteenth century. 


TABLE 9 
Social Origins of Revenue Payers Paying More Than 
Rs 1000 Land Revenue Yearly, 1885 


Per cent 
Origin No. Revenue of Revenue 
‘New men’ 39 397,900 31 
Commercial 36 ` 168,400 13 
Eighteenth-century aristocrats 8 314,600 25 
Traditional aristocrats 23 243,400 21 
Religious institutions 4 8,200 1 
Unknown 24 129,100 9 
Total 134 1,261,600 100 


SOURCES: Records for Jaunpur were found in P. C. Wheeler, Report on the 
Revision of Records of the Settlement Operations in the District of Jaunpur, 
1877—1886 (Allahabad, 1886), p. 54; for Ghazipur, in William Irvine, 
Report on the Revision of Records on the Settlement Operations in the Ghazipur 
District, 1880-1895 (Allahabad, 1896), p. 19; for Ballia, in D. T. Roberts, 
Report on the Revision of Records of Part of Ballia District, 1882-1885 
(Allahabad, 1887), pp. 26-7. Mirzapur was omitted from the table because 
no statistics were available on the distribution of revenue payers. 


In some sense, most of the large revenue payers in the Ba- 
naras region in 1885 were ’new men’. Most owed their 
wealth and position to the conditions established by British 
rule. A few could trace or develop connections to older 
dominant families in the region or outside. However, the 
majority directly derived their landed wealth by capitalizing 
on their positions as under civil servants employed by the 
British. They exploited the commercial opportunities atten- 
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dant on British rule or were from families who established 
their status as ‘aristocrats’ in the eighteenth century and had 
this status fixed and supported by the British. 


The ‘New Men’ 


As can be seen from Table 9, the thirty-nine ‘new men’ paid 
thirty-one per cent of the total amount paid by those paying 
over Rs 1000 in land revenue annually. The origin of the 
wealth of these new men largely derived from occupations or 
activities associated with the establishment of British rule in 
the Banaras region. 

Most of these men or their forefathers held administrative 
positions under the British, such as tahsildars, sarrishtadars 
(head clerks), deputy collectors, and amins and sadar amins 
(lower court judges). The two largest payers were the de- 
scendants of Sheolal Dube and Devikanundan Singh, who 
profited greatly from the tahsildari systems of 1795-1808. 
Twenty-eight of the founders of these families had been in 
government service. Of the eleven others, five appear to owe 
their financial beginnings to positions as agents of large land- 
holders who bought up estates between 1795 and 1840; four 
were lawyers; and two were in the East India Company’s 
military service. 

The caste and community ascriptions of these men is in- 
teresting; of the twenty-eight whose origins derive from 
government service, fifteen out of twenty-eight were 
Muslim, six Brahman, three Kayastha, two Bhumihar, one 
Baniya and one Eurasian. With the exceptions of the descen- 
dants of Mahlvi Abdulla Majzi of Jaunpur, who had been a 
sarrishtadar and who was rewarded for loyalty to the British 
in 1857-8, none of the Muslim new men were particularly 
large revenue payers. The large number of Muslims who 
owed the establishment of their family fortunes to govern- 
ment services reflects the British policy of continuing Persian 
as the language of administration until 1835 and of con- 
tinuing the pre-British pattern of drawing civil servants from 
families of persian origin who made their living as adminis- 
trators and scribes.” Out of the thirty-nine new men, only 
three are Rajput by caste; two of these had served or had 
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ancestors who had served in the Company’s armies, and one 
was an agent of a large zamindar. This is another indication 
that until the end of the nineteenth century new opportunities 
of gaining wealth were not taken by the Rajputs, whose posi- 
tion was based on landholding in the pre-British era and 
whose economic position, we may assume, was most likely 
to be declining in relation to other groups. 


Commercial Families 


The thirty-six men who owed their rise to commerce are 
heterogeneous in family occupation. The category includes 
families engaged in banking, moneylending, grain trading, 
sugar manufacturing and shopkeeping. These occupations 
were,of course, not mutually exclusive, and the commercial 
families tended to engage in a wide range of activities, includ- 
ing government service, law, management of landed estates, 
as well as commercial pursuits. 

Of the thirty-six commercial families, fifteen were pri- 
marily active in banking. Most of the banking families in Ba- 
naras date from the eighteenth century, and most were not 
indigenous to Banaras. Some, like the family of Sataram 
Naik, were Marathas from Nagpur. The Das family, ‘Babu 
Brij Mohan Das and his cousins, who collectively paid 
almost Rs 20,000 a year in government revenue on their 
estates, originally came from Ghind in the Punjab and arrived 
in Banaras in the late eighteenth century with members of the 
Mughal royal family.” 

The Mitters were another wealthy banking family who 
illustrate the conversion of income from government service 
into banking, commerce and land. The family came from 
Bengal where an ancestor, Gobindram Mitter, was made 
naib-zamindar of Calcutta in 1720. This post included collec- 
tion of the ground rents in the city as well as management of 
the other revenue-producing activities.*’ His son, Raghunath 
Mitter, dissipated much of the wealth his father had amassed. 
The biographer of the family commented: 


He was more fond of ease and.indolence than business or any ac- 
tive duties. He was always addicted to pleasure and amusements. 
Music and singing were his constant enjoyments. He had a regu- 


STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN RURAL SOCIETY 375 


lar set of salaried dancitg girls . . . . He was a great patron of re- 
ligion and the arts, but ran into debt because of his indolence. 4 


Krishna Churn, second son of Raghunath, and Abhoy 
Churn, son of Radha Churn, Raghunath’s eldest son, res- 
tored part of the family fortune through employment under 
the British. Through the patronage of Sir Edward and Henry 
Colebrooke, Krishna Churn was appointed diwan to the 
Collector of Dacca. His nephew, Abhoy Churn, became 
diwan to the Collector of the Twenty-four Parganas in 
Bengal, and ‘being naturally shrewd, intelligent, and indust- 
rious, Abhoy Churn became a favorite of the then Collector, 
and thus began to make hay when the sun shone above 
him.’*° 

After helping re-establish the family’s fortune in Bengal, 
Krishna Churn ran into financial difficulties through a series 
of lawsuits and moved to Banaras. Here he was joined by 
Annand Moy Mitter, who established a banking business 
which prospered greatly. His son, Rajendra Mitter, was one 
of the wealthiest men in Banaras.“ A significant number of 
bankers resided in Ghazipur city as well. The descendants of 
Jassi Lal were the largest merchants, bankers and landholders 
in the city. 

Both in English and in the vernacular used in the records of 
the period there is no clear distinction made between bank- 
ers, moneylenders, and money-changers. The most frequent 
words used are mahajans (bankers and merchants) and sarrafs 
(bankers and money-changers). In the seventeenth century, 
according to Irfan Habib, sarraf, an Arabic word, came 
closest ‘to the Indian equivalent of the English “banker” ’.*5 
The term sarraf ‘was also applied to the bankers or money- 
changers .... But it seems that the Sarrafs concentrated 
chiefly on commercial credit.” B. B. Misra, in his discus- 
sion of Mughal economic structure, seems to use sarraf and 
mahajan interchangeably.*’ It is my impression that in the 
Banaras area in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen- 
tury the word mahajan was more widely used to cover bank- 
ing and moneylending functions and sarraf had a more res- 
tricted use in describing a money-changer and ‘evaluator of 
coin.*® Of the thirty-six commercial families paying over Rs 
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1000 as land revenue in 1885, five are listed as moneylenders 
and zamindars. Unlike those described as bankers, who all 
resided in Banaras or Ghazipur city, the ‘moneylenders’ were 
residents of villages or small bazaars, for example Dip Narain 
Singh of Kaithi in Banaras. 

In the material in the settlement reports there is also a caste 
difference between those described as bankers and those de- 
scribed as moneylenders. Of the fifteen banking families ten 
are Agarwal by caste, one Maratha, one Rora, one Brahman, 
one Khatri and one of unknown caste. Of the six families 
paying over Rs 1000 in land revenue included in this categ- 
ory, three are described as sugar manufacturers, two as grain 
dealers and one as in the indigo business. The others are de- 
scribed loosely as merchants, traders or bankers. The castes 
of these fifteen are much more varied and include a Koeri and 
Kandu, both in the sugar business, three Muslims described 
as traders, two Brahmans, three Rajputs, four Agarwals or 
Baranwals and one Kalwar. 

Although many of the commercial and banking families date 
from the eighteenth century or earlier in the Banaras region, 
their zamindar activities all began in the early nineteenth 
century. Two assumptions are generally advanced to account 
for the fact that the vigorous and numerous class of bankers 
and traders in the eighteenth century eschewed investment in 
land. 

It is usually assumed that land was not marketable in the 
sense that it was in the nineteenth century under the estab- 
lishment of British administration and courts. There is evi- 
dence that land was sold and seized in the eighteenth century, 
but one needed military force to support a claim to land and 
had to be willing to. fight for it. With the establishment of 
British rule, land became a commodity. Clear title could be 
established. Land could be sold freely, and great quantities 
appear to have been brought to auction in the Bengal pres- 
idency to realize assumed arrears of revenue. 

The second reason advanced for the buying of land in the 
Bengal presidency by commercial groups is that it was a bet- 
ter investment than alternatives available to bankers and mer- 
chants. I have tried to demonstrate the unevenness of assess- 
ment of land revenue in the Permanent Settlement of Banaras 
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in 1795, and I assume the same was true in Bengal and Bihar 
in 1793. A low assessment, combined with rising agricultural 
production and prices, would lead to a high return on the 
money invested compared to other alternatives. The alterna- 
tives for investment in the eighteenth century appear to have 
been internal and overseas trade,*? handicraft industries for 
internal and overseas production,” loans to Indian states and 
chiefs! and loans to tax collectors and farmers.* In addition, 
the bankers in this period seem to have made a considerable 
amount of money as money-changers, as there was a large 
number of different coins of different value circulating in 
India. 

In the nineteenth century the opportunity and need for 
moneylending to agriculturalists large and small probably in- 
creased, if there was, as I will try to demonstrate, an expan- 
sion in the growing of sugarcane and indigo—which were 
somewhat more expensive crops to grow—an increase in the 
monetization of the rural economy because of more cash 
crops, and a refusal on the part of the British government 
(unlike its predecessors) to accept payment of revenue in 
kind. I would hypothesize that bankers lent money more 
readily to large landholders in the nineteenth century than 
they did previously, as they could take over and collect the 
revenues from estates if the borrower defaulted on the loan or 
mortgage. 

The rajas of Kantit in Mirzapur provide an example of 
large-scale borrowing and the profits which bankers and 
moneylenders could make. The usual rate of interest on long- 
term mortgages in the 1840s and 1850s appears to have been 
twelve per cent per year.>* The raja’s estate produced a gross 
rental of Rs 159,498 annually, of which Rs 61,799 had to be 
paid to the government as revenue and Rs 20,382 was the 
cost of running the estate; thus, there was an assumed profit 
of Rs 77,317 annually.” The Kantit raja’s family in 1850 
owed to creditors Rs 462,351, of which the sum Rs 334,540 
was principal and the rest represented unpaid interest 
charges. In addition, Rs 225,000 were still owed to morta- 
gagees, who had the benefit of collecting income from the 
raja’s land.*© 

The raja appears to have become indebted to pay necessary 
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expenses, such as government revenue, ın years in which 
there were poor crops; but he also appears to have been en- 
couraged by bankers and moneylenders to live well. Some of 
the more unscrupulous moneylenders appear to have taken 
over management of some estates on the raja’s behalf and 
systematically defrauded him. In commenting on the relation 
between the raja‘and his creditors, Collector E. A. Reade 
stated: ‘It seems to be a common delusion with extensive 
landholders to. regard debt as a reputable incident of their 
position, [as] their creditors keep up a show of deference, and 
are often most accommodating when most extortionate’.>’ 
The raja was in debt to several large bankers, the most im- 
portant of all being Mohant Parsram Gir, a Gosain banker of 
Mirzapur to whom he owed Rs 288,000. In addition, he 
owed considerable amounts to the Raja of Dumraon, a 
larre landholder in a number of districts in Bihar, Ballia and 
Glazipur.°® | 

Small-scale moneylending appears to have been profitable 
as well. Moore, an Assistant Collector who had been depu- 
tized to investigate conditions in southern Mirzapur, found 
that Soho & Company had a large number of the asamis 
(permanent tenants) in debt to them. For example, Suraj 
Dosadh borrowed Rs 19 and 8 annas to buy three heads of 
cattle in 1845. Twelve years later, Suraj Dosadh claimed to 
have paid Rs 71 against the debt, and Soho & Company 
claimed he still owed Rs 100.5? 

An argument could be made that in the first half of the 
nineteenth century the older alternatives for investment on 
the part of bankers and moneylenders were progressively de- 
clining. With the end of the Maratha wars in 1818 the de- 
mands for financing short-term military operations in North 
India ceased.- With the elimination of the tahsildari system in 
1808 bankers lost their function in financing tax collection 
and remittance. In 1835, with the establishment of a uniform 
currency, profit from money-changing declined consider- 
ably. After 1813, with the end of the Company’s trade 
monopoly and the establishment of joint-stock banks in the 
presidency town, there was little role for indigenous capital 
in directly financing overseas trade. In the North-Western 
Provinces the spread of joint-stock banks did not occur until 


STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN RURAL SOCIETY 379 


the 1840s, when in addition to Agra and the United Service 
Bank, which had been established in 1833, five more Euro- 
pean banks were established in Meerut, Delhi, Simla, Kanpur 
and Banaras. The Banaras and United Service Bank had 
forty-one shareholders; however, only three of these were 
Indians. ° 

I would also argue that investment in land on the part of 
commercial families was important symbolically. The life- 
style and consumption patterns of wealthy families in Ba- 
naras continued in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
The ideal of the ‘nawab’ which developed around the Mughal 
courts of the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries and set 
the standards for upper-class manners and customs continued 
well into the nineteenth century. 62 Part of the ’nawabi’ life 
style was control of land, since control of land meant control 
of followers, a necessary facet of the nawabi style. I believe 
that the potential of good profits, lack of alternatives and a 
cultural ideal of being landed, all led to commercial groups 
investing in land as they had not done in the eighteenth 
century. 


Eighteenth-century Aristocrats 


First and foremost among those I have termed eighteenth- 
century aristocrats was the Raja of Banaras, the single largest 
revenue payer in the area, who paid Rs 243,000 in land re- 
venue in 1884, or a little over five per cent of the total re- 
venue demand of the region. The raja paid twenty per cent of 
the total revenue paid by the large revenue payers. 
Macaulay’s rhetoric in his famous essay on Warren Hast- 
ings notwithstanding, the rajas of Banaras were not ancient 
Hindu lords, but newly risen chiefs. In the space of a genera- 
tion’s time, in the early eighteenth century, Mansa Ram had 
risen from being a petty land controller with a few hundred 
bighas in a village in the Banaras district into the principal 
official of the Nawab of Oudh in the Banaras province. In the 
next generation Balwant Singh was recognized as a raja by 
the Nawab of Oudh, the emperor in Delhi and the East India 
Company. The story of Mansa Ram and Balwant Singh is a 
typical ‘success story’ of eighteenth-century India, when 
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with skill, cunning, intelligence, perseverance and luck one 
could parlay a position as the vakil (agent) of a pargana amil 
into that of the most powerful officer in the province. 

Mansa Ram, Balwant Singh’s father, advanced by the de- 
vice of undercutting the position of his employer with his 
employer’s supervisor. First, Mansa Ram convinced Rustam 
Ali, who was responsible for the province of Banaras under 
the nawabs of Oudh, that he could do a better job than the 
amil Mansa Ram worked for. Then Mansa Ram was able to 
replace Rustam Ali as tax collector for the present districts of 
Jaunpur, Banaras and Mirzapur. While Mansa Ram was busy 
intriguing at the courts he also built a strong hold in his na- 
tive area of Banaras by fortifying his home village and raising 
an army. In 1738 Mansa Ram obtained for his son, Balwant 
Singh, the title of Raja of Banaras from the Mughal emperor 
in Delhi. For ten years, 1738—48, Balwant Singh obeyed and 
faithfully collected taxes on behalf of his superior, the Nawab 
of Oudh. In 1748, at the time of the Afghan invasions, while 
his supervisors were engaged in Delhi, he made his first overt 
move to consolidate his position by successfully attacking a 
lineage of Rajputs, the Monas, who were under the protec- 
tion of the Nizam of Allahabad. Over the next five years he 
subjugated several rajas and lineages in Banaras and Mirzapur 
and, most important of all, captured Bijaigarh in the hills of 
Mirzapur and turned it into his main fort. At the time Bijai- 
garh was thought to be impregnable. After 1755, when he 
eliminated most potential military opposition in Banaras and 
Mirzapur, Balwant Singh extended his programme of con- 
quest by force and subversion into jaunpur and in 1758 began 
his expansion into Ghazipur. Through this period he success- 
fully fended off his revenue obligations to his nominal super- 
ior, the Nawab of Oudh, who because of his concerns in 
Delhi was never able to mount a full-scale military operation 
against him. in 1764 he came to terms with the British after 
the Battle of Buxar, and the expansion of British influence 
had little effect on the province until Chait Singh’s rebellion 
in 1781, when the latter, the illegitimate son of Balwant 
Singh, was replaced by Mahip Narayan Singh. 

Wilton Oldham summarized Balwant Singh’s success 
aptly: 
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The success of Balwant Singh in his ambitious projects, is, I 
think, to be attributed to the adaptation of his character to the 
circumstances in which he was placed, and to the state of India at 
the time... . [He was] treacherous, unscrupulous, skilled in 
allaying the suspicions of others, [but] his own cautious vigilance 
never slept. Brave and willing to fight when fighting was politic, 
he preferred to use gold rather than steel, and rarely attempted an 
enterprise in which success was doubtful. Cruel and vindictive 
towards fallen foes, he was ever willing to forgive the injuries of 
the powerful, and in cases where he could not destroy his ene- 
mies, he accepted them without hesitation as friends and allies.™ 


In addition to the Raja of Banaras, the category of 
eighteenth-century aristocracy includes the descendants of 
Ausan Singh, one of the raja’s principal servants, his diwan in 
the 1770’s, who materially aided Warren Hastings at the time 
of Chait Singh’s rebellion in 1781. He was rewarded by the 
confirmation of the jagir of a pargana, Saidpur Bhitri, and his 
descendants prospered in the nineteenth century through 
clever management. In addition to the Raja of Banaras and 
the descendants of Ausan Singh, three of those families I have 
termed eighteenth-century aristocrats were direct or collateral 
descendants of the Mughal emperor in Delhi, who had been 
‘exiled’ to Banaras in the late eighteenth century. A family 
descended from the nawabs of Oudh and two families of im- 
portant early-eighteenth-century Muslim noblemen in Gha- 
zipur also held land in the Banaras province at the end of the 
nineteenth century. 


Traditional Aristocrats 


Eleven per cent of the land revenue paid by the large revenue 
payers was paid by two rajas, those of Dumraon and Viziana- 
gram, who, although long established in their home areas, 
bought extensive ‘new’ lands in Banaras. The Raja of Dum- 
raon’s ancestral home was in western Bihar, and his land ac- 
quisition was heaviest in Ballia and Ghazipur. The Raja of 
Vizianagram’s home was in what is now Andhra Pradesh, 
but he built a large palace in Banaras and settled there in the 
1840s. He was responsible for the development of the muni- 
cipal gardens in 1866, and the construction of Alfred Hall, the 
town hall of Banaras, in 1873-5.© 


382 STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN RURAL SOCIETY 


Of the twenty-one families holding their ancestral estates, 
fourteen were Rajputs, only two of whom were rajas in the 
eighteenth century. The other twelve were representatives of 
lineages, such as the Rajputs in Kopachit and Saidpur Bhitri, 
who received or controlled larger shares of the corporate 
holdings than did their agnatic kin. The most important of 
the pre-eighteenth century rajas holding parts of ancestral 
estates are descendants of the Raja of Raja Bazaar in Jaunpur. 
Also in this category were three Muslims in Jaunpur, two 
Bhumihars, one in Banaras and one in Ballia, and two Kayas- 
thas whose ancestors had received lands as compensation for 
their duties as kanungos in the seventeenth century and who 
were able to maintain their estates. 


Religious Establishments 


Two Gosains paid Rs 5000 in land revenue in Ghazipur on 
lands which were old religious endowments, and which care- 
ful management had maintained. Two Brahman families 
in Ghazipur owned several villages which had been muaaft 
(revenue-free grants for religious purposes) and which, 
although they were taxed after the settlement of 1839-42, 
when most muaafi lost their revenue-free status, continued in 
the hands of the original Brahman families. 


Caste Distribution of Landholders 


Table 10 shows the distribution of landholders by caste in the 
Banaras region in the late nineteenth century. In commenting 
on these statistics, W. C. Bennett, Commissioner of the Ba- 
naras division in 1889, stated, “The proprietary classes are 
still, in the main, the same as they were when the country 
was first annexed.’ It is difficult to agree with Bennett, as 
there is no indication on what he based his assumption on or 
of what the distribution of landholdings by caste was in the 
late eighteenth century. As was discussed earlier, subjective 
accounts in the early nineteenth century and my impression 
of the records suggest that Rajputs had lost land and Muslims 
and banking and trading castes had gained land. In addition, 
there had been a polarization of landholding, with 7 families 
holding large estates,_127 holding medium-sized estates, and 


TABLE 10 
Distribution of Proprietors by Caste, 1885 


District Brahmans 
and 
Rajput Bhumihars Muslims Baniya Other 
Total Per Per per Per Per 
Acreage Acres cent Acres cent Acres cent Acres cent Acres cent 
Ballia | 461,000 340,000 74 69,000 15 8,000 2 12,000 2 32,000 7 
Banaras 567,000 206,000 36 191,000 34 47,000 8 72,000 13 52,000 9 
Ghazipur 935,000 245,000 26 353,000 38 191,000 20 28,000 3 117,000 13 
Jaunpur 970,000 403,000 42 145,000 15 274,000 29 39,000 4 99,000 10 
Total 2,933,000 1,194,000 41 758,000 26 520,000 18 151 ,000 5 300,000 10 


SOURCE: See note to Table 9. 
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110,000 holding the rest. In the late eighteenth century some 
rajas, like those of Badlapur, Singramav, Raja Bazaar, and 
Haldi, had large estates; but by the middle of the nineteenth 
century they had lost their lands. The largest Rajput landhol- 
der in the region in 1885 was the Raja of Dumraon, all of 
whose holdings were obtained after British annexation. Bhu- 
mihars’ holdings decreased as well. The total amount of Bhu- 
mihar holdings may have been the same in 1885 as it was in 
1795; but in 1885 the Raja of Banaras’ holdings accounted for 
at least one-third of the Bhumihar total holdings in the re- 
gion, and most of his land was acquired after 1795. 

By the end of the nineteenth century a new group of land- 
holders had emerged in Banaras. Some of them may have 
been of the same caste, in a cultural sense, as landholders in 
pre-British times, but they were not necessarily from the 
locality nor did they have the kin ties that previous holders 
had. 


THE “‘DISPOSSESSED”’: 1795-1885 


It is much easier to identify those who obtained rights to land 
between 1795 and 1885 than it is to identify those who lost 
rights to land, or to determine the subsequent fate of the ‘dis- 
possessed’ economically, socially and politically. One can 
describe the decline and pitiful state of a few of the disposses- 
sed, such as the Raja of Haldi, in Ballia. in 1850 P. C. French, 
Collector of Ghazipur, called the attention of the government 
to the situation of this raja. 


The Rajahs of Haldi have held, in former times, large landed 
possessions and have been reputed wealthy. The estates of the 
family have, one by one, passed out of their hands and there re- 
mains but one now... . Improvidence, extravagance, and, 
apparently a total want of business habits . . . have resulted, as is 
always the case, in pecuniary embarrassment . . . . He [the raja] 
is reduced . . . to a state of very deplorable destitution . . . an 
old, ragged, red-striped tent, and a half-starved elephant are all 
his establishment when he has met me in the district, and the 
efforts he makes to cling to the ‘externals’ of his class and station 
in the midst of the grinding poverty are sad enough to see.®’ 


The family was so poor that the raja would not allow his two 
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grown daughters to marry because he could not pay the 
established dowry.® 

Were the tens of thousands of other families, particularly 
rajas who had lost rights in land, similarly reduced financially 
and left in a state as depressed as that of the Raja of Haldi? My 
argument is that they probably were not. In fact, my conclu- 
sion is that the majority of individuals, families and lineages 
who ‘lost’ land between 1795 and 1885 retained their posi- 
tions, economically, politically and socially within the local 
areas in which they had held rights as zamindars. This con- 
clusion is based on tentative answers to a series of interlocked 
questions. What did sale or loss of landlord zamindari rights 
mean socially to those who lost them and to others in their 
native villages and local regions? What was happening to the 
agricultural production during this period? If agricultural 
production and income were increasing, who received the 
benefits of the increase? What forms of control over land 
groups, dispossessed or otherwise, were the new men who 
gained zamindari rights able to utilize? 

When a new man bought zamindari rights to an estate at a 
public auction, what was he legally obtaining? He obtained 
the right to collect the landlord’s share of the produce of the 
land from cultivators who tilled the soil. This was a ‘right 
which he could bequeath, sell or mortgage. He had the 
obligation to pay a fixed and unchanging revenue to the gov- 
ernment. His success depended on his ability to collect his 
share of the produce of the land. To do this he had to per- 
suade or force three kinds of cultivators to pay him the cus- 
tomary and legally demandable share of the produce. 

The first type of cultivators which auction purchasers con- 
fronted were permanent tenants, usually Ahir, Koeri, Kur- 
mi, Rajput, Brahman and Bhumihar, who had cultivated the 
land for generations and who paid a fixed rate of roughly half 
the crop to those who held zamindari rights. They frequently 
viewed themselves as dependants or clients of the previous 
zamindars. If the previous zamindars were Rajputs and the 
permanent tenants were Rajputs, they were of a different 
clan. The Brahmans, as well as the Ahirs, Kurmis and 
Koeris, were descendants of groups brought to serve the Ra- 
jput landlords. The higher caste Rajput, Brahman and Bhu- 


386 STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN RURAL SOCIETY 


mihar permanent tenants did not actually till the soil them- 
selves but had permanent employees of lower castes farming 
for them for a share of the crop. The second group of cultiva- 
tors were the tenants-at-will, often of low caste, particularly 
the Chamars and Bhars, who had no customary or fixed 
rights to the land. 

The third group who held land, and from whom the new 
zamindar had to collect, were the former holders of zamin- 
dari rights. Their position depended upon their continued 
possession of their sir land. Sir is the— 


name applied to the lands in a village which are cultivated by the 
hereditary proprietors or village zamindars themselves, as their 
special share, either by their own laborers and at their own cost, 
or by tenants-at-will, not being let in lease or farm; these lands 
were sometimes allowed to be held at a favourable assessment. ©? 


= When an estate was sold the previous zamindar was 
allowed to keep, at a low revenue rate, that land which he 
had cultivated for his own use as his home farm. In some 
estates, the sir land of the zamindars and the pattidars 
amounted to as much as seventy-five per cent of all cultivated 
land. Pattidars were agnates of zamindars in what had been, 
before British control, a corporately held estate. They were 
recorded as pattidars in British records, although their rights 
were much like those of the zamindars. 

The social, legal and economic issues involved in the 
general question of what happened to the ‘dispossessed’ are 
complicated, and answers to the question do not lend them- 
selves to easy general answers; hence, the answers will be 
suggested in a number of case studies. 


Case Study I: Ghamar and the Kausik Rajputs 


Ghamar was a taluk of thirty-two villages, covering 13,036 
acres in Ghazipur district, the zamindars of which were 
Kausik Rajputs. In 1795, under Jonathan Duncan, a revenue 
settlement was concluded in which the Kausiks who wished 
to hold their lands corporately were forced to divide their 
taluk into eighteen parts (pattis). Eighteen of the Kausiks 
were designated lambardars and were made responsible for the 
collection of the revenue from their lineage mates. The total 
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government demand was Rs 7775 or a little more than eight 
annas per acre, in a district in which the average revenue rate 
was three times that amount. 

The government auctioned the zamindari rights of the pat- 
tis several times for failure to pay the government revenue. In 
1799 no one would bid on the taluk and the eighteen lambar- 
dars were imprisoned. In 1801 troops were sent to support a 
creditor with a court order, attaching the product of the land. 
In 1808 one of the eighteen lambardars, Abdhut Rae, agreed 
to be responsible for total payment of the revenue, but this 
led to internal fighting among the Kausik Rajputs, some of 
whom refused to recognize his right to collect from them. By 
1829 many of the descendants of the original eighteen lam- 
bardars had obtained civil court decrees invalidating the right 
of Abdhut Rae and his son to collect revenue from them. In 
1844 there was a partition of the lands of the thirty-two vil- 
lages, and 601 families were recognized as holding zamindari 
rights. The largest single payer paid a little over Rs 125 and 
held approximately 250 acres. ”° 

It was difficult for any outsider to take over the Ghamar 
taluk because a high portion of sir land remained in the hands 
of the former zamindars. Even if they could have been pre- 
vailed upon to pay the revenue demand to the new purchaser, 
the taluk would have yielded little profit since the purchaser 
could only have raised the rent rate on twenty-five per cent of 
the land which was not sir land of the ex-zamindars. 

In Ghamar, as in many other parts of the region, the non- 
sir land available to the outside purchaser was inferior to the 
sir land. The former zamindars invariably appropriated to 
themselves the best land as their sir. In addition, in the case of 
Ghamar the outside purchaser faced 1500 to 2000 Rajput ex- 
zamindars (figuring three adult males to a household) who, 
despite fights among themselves, could combine against an 
outsider when they felt themselves threatened. The new 
proprietor would have to maintain a large establishment of 
agents and private police in each village merely to collect the 
revenue, and he would need government troops in order to 
dispossess the former zamindars and replace them with more 
amenable tenants even if he could legally manipulate. the 
situation to do so. | 
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Case Study II: Maniar Tappa and the Barwar Rajputs 


The history of the Maniar tappa in Ballia illustrates what hap- 
pened when an auction purchaser, well supported by the 
government, tried to collect an enhanced demand from the 
sir land of the former proprietors. The tappa contained 
twelve thousand acres and sixty villages and was held in three 
uneven portions, or taluks, by three different segments of a 
Barwar Rajput lineage, who were to pay revenue of about 
Rs 13,500, or a little more than a rupee an acre. 

Jonathan Duncan had erred initially in the settlement of 
1789—90 in combining the three taluks of the tappa and hav- 
ing the members of these three quite distinct units enter into 
an agreement to pay the revenue of the whole tappa.’! This 
led to a situation in which there were no internal means, 
through ‘public opinion’, direct ties of kinship obligation or 
established leadership, to force a member of a taluk to pay his 
share of the revenue.’ Hence, as in 1814, when there was a 
shortage of Rs 1000 out of the Rs 3000 of the revenue de- 
mand, the land was put up for public auction. One of the co- 
sharers of the estate, Jag Deo Singh, offered Rs 99,000 for the 
estate, but his bid was refused by the Collector on the 
grounds that Singh, as co-sharer, could not bid on the estate. 
This provision of the sale law was later amended to encour- 
age co-sharers to bid on estates, and, in fact, the principle 
became one in which relatives, lineage mates and other co- 
sharers had first priority in bidding on estates put up at public 
auction. The estate was then sold to Devi Sahai who was, in 
fact, the agent of Shivanarayan Singh, a powerful jagirdar.’° 
This Bhumihar jagirdar was the son of Ausan Singh, who 
had been granted a jagir worth Rs 50,000 a year by Warren 
Hastings for assistance in 1781 when Raja Chait Singh had 
‘rebelled’. According to Oldham, Shivanarayan ‘pursued a 
steady and relentless policy of taxation, extortion and expul- 
sion of the owners of the soil from their lands.’”* 

The former proprietors, the Barwar Rajputs, sought relief 
in the courts. The Banaras Court of Appeal gave a decree in 
their favour which invalidated the sale on the grounds that 
the amount of arrears did not warrant the sale, and that the 
Collector should only have sold a portion of the estate large 
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enough to pay the arrears. The Banaras Court of Appeals 
found that the Collector also had refused to stop the sale 
except on payment of more than the advertised balance. It 
turned out that on the day of the sale the Barwars had been 
prepared to pay the arrears but had not been told that the 
arrears included interest on Rs 1000 of overdue revenue, and 
this they refused to pay. The sale was declared illegal because 
it was also benami, i.e. the purchaser, Devi Sahai, was not the 
real purchaser, but merely had loaned his name as the agent 
of the real purchaser, Shivanarayan Singh. 

The decision of the Banaras Court of Appeal was 
overturned by the Sadar Divani Adalat on 12 September 1820 
and the sale was confirmed.” The head judge of the Sadar 
Divani Adalat had been Commissioner of Revenue in the 
Banaras province at the time of the sale and was, in fact, 
supporting the decision he had previously made.” 

The tappa was basically very valuable, since, when the 
original settlement was made in 1789-90, there was a great 
deal of land not under cultivation which was subsequently 
brought under cultivation. After the revenue was permanent- 
ly fixed in 1795 the profit of the estate was considerable. 
Much land brought under cultivation was considered the sir 
land of the farhilies of the Barwar Rajputs. However, its 
distribution among the three taluks and within the taluks 
among the actual zamindars was uneven. Hence, although 
the estate as a whole increased in value, it was unequally 
divided among the zamindars. Therefore, a few zamindars 
found themselves unable to expand their sir land, while the 
majority of the zamindars became richer due to more land 
brought under cultivation as their sir. It was this sir which 
was the most profitable, for it was carried at a much reduced 
rate on the jamabandi (revenue role) of the tappa. Sir land, in 
most parganas, was assessed at at least eight annas an acre less 
than pargana rates. In situations where land was. brought 
under cultivation after the Permanent Settlement, it was 
permanently assessed at the rate for waste land. Hence, a 
zamindar paid a few annas of revenue on such land, the 
profits from which could be Rs 10 or 20 or more an acre, 
depending on the crop. 

It is my impression from a study of the documents that 
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zamindars usually grew valuable cash crops such as sugar- 
cane, poppy for opium, or indigo, on their sir land. It was 
clearly the intention of the auction purchaser to raise the 
‘rent’ which he received from the former zamindars on their 
sir, or even, if possible, to eject the former zamindars. ’” 
There were, therefore, two simultaneous conflicts in the 
tappa; one was between those who had less sir and thought 
the revenue roll should be adjusted to account for the uneven 
distribution of the profits of newly cultivated sir land, and 
those who had large quantities of the new sir and who 
wanted to keep the rate as it had been in 1795. The other 
dispute was between the auction purchaser, Shivanarayan 
Singh, and the former zamindars, over the attempt to get the 
sir land into his hands or raise the rents. Within a year, the 
auction purchaser, seeking ejection or rent enhancement, had 
brought 6068 separate civil suits in the courts. He claimed he 
had invested over Rs 110,000 in court and lawyers’ fees, 
payment to clerks and the like, to bring these suits. In 
addition, through his agents and private police, the auction 
purchaser was dunning and pressing individual ex- 
zamindars.’® As Oldham suggested, Shivanarayan was an 
effective operator and was able to increase the amount 
collected from tenants in his jagir of Saidpur Bhitri by two 
and one-half times, in the space of one generation.” 

In 1821, a year after the Sadar Divani Adalat had confirmed 
the sale of the tappa of Maniar to the auction purchaser, the 
government appears to have felt that it had been too harsh in 
its actions and sought a plan by which the tappa could be 
returned to the original Barwar Rajput zamindars. After 
negotiation the auction purchaser, Shivanarayan Singh, 
agreed to sell the estate to the government for almost 
Rs 200,000, or four times what he had paid for it at auction. 
He demanded and received this price on the grounds that he 
had spent a great amount of money in addition to his 
purchase price in court and administrative expenses. The 
government bought the estate, then planned to sell it back to 
the Barwars, by allowing them to pay off the price the 
government had paid over a fifteen-year period by each year 
paying an enhanced revenue. For a number of years the estate 
was held kham (managed by the government). There was a 
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government official, a sazawal, delegated to collect the 
revenue plus the amounts due to pay off the government’s 
cost of repurchasing the estate, from the former zamindars.*° 

While the estate was held khan (1899-36), some of the 
former zamindars continued to refuse to pay the government 
demand and simply hid their harvested crops.®! Not only did 
the cultivators refuse to pay or were unable to pay revenue, 
but also the Noniyas (a caste of saltmakers) ran off, thereby 
stopping the supply of salt in the tappa, another source of 
income to the former zamindars.® 

From 1822 to 1836 the government, through the sazawal 
and Collector Robert Barlow and his successors, tried with 
varying success to collect the revenue from the principal 
payers. The former zamindars, who numbered roughly a 
hundred, claimed that their 2500 brethren who were under- 
holders were refusing to pay them. 

The 100 former zamindars and their 2500 underholders 
claimed that there had never been an adequate division of 
rights and responsibilities. Barlow tried to induce those 
involved to settle an equitable division among themselves, 
but the attempt led to serious fighting. Barlow reported: 


Certain individuals composing Taluka of Doda Ray, on the 
occasion of my last visit, within a few yards from my tent, burst 
forth in a furious manner, quarrelling amongst themselves and 
beating each other .... I am informed that they again 
quarrelled lately and three or four individuals were wounded by 
swords.®? 


Some of the more important former zamindars maintained 
three hundred armed retainers.* In addition to their physical 
power, some of the Barwars availed themselves of the courts 
to fight the auction purchaser, their fellow Barwars, and the 
government. In 1834 Collector E. P. Smith stated: 


The atmosphere of the courts, however much it is the fashion to 
decry them, has charms for the Muneer Zamindars, and some of 
the parties appear resolved to seek that mode of redressing their 
own grievances, or, what is more frequently the case, of 
harassing their more fortunate adversaries. 


L. H. Newnham, who carried out negotiations with the 
auction purchaser, and whose principal previous experience 
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was in the western districts of what is today Uttar Pradesh, 
found the Barwars ‘the disciples of some village attorney 
who has taught them to turn the law against even the rights 
of the realm.’ One of the lambardars of the tappa, Rupan 
Singh, argued that the maxims of English law had brought 
the tappa to its state of disorganization, since many argued 
cases within the tappa on the basis of ‘decrees of court and 
English laws’.®’ 

During 1826-7 Barlow was instructed to carry out a 
field-by-field survey of the rights of the former zamindars 
and their underholders. Consequently, revenue was divided 
on the basis of this survey, and the 2500 Rajput underholders, 
rather than the 100 ex-zamindars, were held responsible for 
payment. By having them pay directly to the government it 
was hoped that a major source of dispute within the tappa 
would be resolved. However, litigation, internal fighting and 
refusal to pay the Government demand continued. In 
general, as in the Ghamar taluk, the Rajputs, after consider- 
able internal dislocation and dispute, were able to prevent 
the auction purchaser from taking their sir land or from 
enhancing the rent. In addition, the Barwars appear to have 
been able to fend off the government. In the process, 
undoubtedly, some of the Rajputs were impoverished. The 
sazawal reported that in 1824 the combination of the attempt 
to collect arrears in revenue, the extra revenue demand and 
the flooding which caused severe crop damage, had rendered 
the zamindars and the cultivators destitute. They could not 
borrow from the moneylenders due to the uncertainty of 
their position. The former zamindars could not collect their 
share of the crop from their tenants.® On investigation of 
this report Barlow confirmed the fact that some of the 
Rajputs were, indeed, reduced to beggary: ‘One of them, I 
regret to observe, by name, Boondasing, who was brought 
to my tent, has already become a beggar, naked and 
absolutely destitute of any means of subsistence. ’”®? 

It is, of course, impossible, without statistics, to know 
how widespread the destitution was or if, in fact, Boonda 
Singh wasn’t ‘put up’ as an exhibit to influence Barlow. My 
guess is that there was some destitution of the Rajputs, given 
the uneven distribution of land and the differential effects of 
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government efforts to collect revenue. It is my impression, 
however, that more of the Rajputs maintained themselves, 
and when the final settlements were made they were no 
worse off than they had been at the end of the eighteenth 
century. Many were even better off because of the introduc- 
tion of cash crops like sugar cane, indigo, opium and 
tobacco. 

Thus, in the Maniar tappa it would appear that members of 
the Barwar Rajput lineage were able to maintain their posi- 
tion in the local social system in spite of extensive gov- 
ernmental pressure. Undoubtedly, some particular families 
of Rajput fortunes and social position declined, but other 
Barwars replaced them, not outsiders. In short, viewed inter- 
nally, although the personnel changed in the roles of the sys- 
tem, structural change appears not to have taken place at this 
point. This process of circulation, of course, was not new in 
Maniar or eastern Uttar Pradesh. Individual fortunes and 
family fortunes changed from generation to generation, 
through the vagaries of the number of male children in a 
household who were to inherit the property. In addition, dis- 
ease, famine and warfare affected individuals, families and 
segments of lineages in different ways, leading to changes in 
position. However, the structure of the system remained the 
same. The British merely added another set of variables to 
the system, which, in the two cases we have examined was 
not sufficient to change the system by the middle of the 
nineteenth century. 


Case Study III: Lakhnessar Pargana and the Sengar Rajputs 


Lakhnessar, a pargana in Ballia district of over 35,000 acres, 
is the most famous case of a Rajput lineage being able to 
maintain its position in spite of over a hundred years of press- 
ure from the rajas of Banaras and from the British. It was 
held by a lineage of Sengar Rajputs, of whom there were 
over 32,000 in Lakhnessar and adjacent areas in 1891.” After 
inconclusive military action against the Sengars, Balwant 
Singh, the Raja of Banaras in pre-British times, was content 
to levy a lump sum of revenue of Rs 20,000 payable by the 
Sengars as a corporate body. Jonathan Duncan continued this 
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plan after he was unsuccessful in trying to get any informa- 
tion on what the pargana of Lakhnessar was capable of 
paying. He wrote in 1789: 


Luknesser constitutes a small but remarkable exception to almost 
all the rest of this zemindary, being entirely occupied by a 
Brotherhood of Rajpoots of the Sengoor tribe, who have long 
affected to hold themselves in a great degree independent of 
Government, and the military spirit they one and all possess has 
engaged them to resist the officers of Government in so much 

_ ‘that it cost Raja Bulwunt Sing much trouble and bloodshed be- 
fore he could reduce them to pay even the moderate Mokwrory, 
Jumma or fixed rental of about Rs. 20,000 per annum .. . It is 
still an exception to the country at large by not paying in the 
same proportion of the natural produce as the other Purgunas 
do, and as I think they might still resist any attempt on the part 
of government to fix the assessment upon their country, on prin- 
ciples similar to those which the rest of the country is generally 
subject, I have refrained from making any innovation in their 
settlement . . . . Each petty landholder has been in the habit of 
turning his house into a stronghold.”! 


In 1799 Routledge, the Collector in Banaras, had to collect 
revenue arrears of over Rs 15,000 from the pargana with the 
aid of a military detachment which levelled some of the stone 
houses individual Sengars used as their forts.” In 1801 the 
pargana was sold at auction to the Raja of Banaras, Oudit 
Narayan Singh, who was unable to collect the revenue and 
had the sale annulled. | 

For a number of years the government collected the re- 
venue directly from representatives of the Sengar Rajputs, 
and although from time to time arrears of revenue occurred 
the government in effect did not know from whom they 
were due as no Official internal allotment of the revenue de- 
mand had been made.” Barlow, the Collector in Ghazipur, 
was unable to force those he assumed to be defaulters to 
appear at his office.?* He found that when he went to the par- 
gana the Sengars would not tell him who ‘owned’ what land, 
and he found no boundaries or measurements of fields.” The 
arrears were never collected, no suits in the courts started and 
no auction sale carried out because of the lack of records and 
documents on which to base legal or administrative action. 
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In 1843, when a survey of records and a field by field sur- 
vey of rights was being carried out in the Banaras region, 
E. Wilmot, the Collector of Ghazipur district at the time, 
wrote to his superior: 


I have the honour to bring to your notice that the zemindars of 
Purgana Luknessor . . . are unwilling to give in the Putwaries 
Papers required according to the Sudder Board’s printed circular 
number three. 

I have endeavoured to explain to them, but in vain that their 
rights would not in any way be interfered with, by their giving 
in these papers . . . They claim they always have been exempt 
from furnishing putwaries papers. I request your orders.” 


In essence, Wilmot’s superior told him to leave the Rajputs 
of Lukhnessor alone.” Lukhnessor continued, as one Com- 
missioner of Banaras put it: 


a ‘terra incognita’, which had yet to be subjected to British 
rule .... free from the nuisances of Revenue and civil court 
administration . . . . There are no shares, no boundaries, no put- 
warrees papers, no sales, no executions, nothing to designate the 
pergunnar as a British possession . . . . It is one proof out of 
many how little governing natives requires . . . . Of course, if 
the Civil courts once got into the pergunnar, it would be utterly 
ruined in a twelve month, but happily the chaos is so complete 
that there is really nothing for the courts to go upon, and this re- 
public of relations is allowed to’'settle its affairs in its own way.”® 


In 1909 the Sengars continued to hold almost eighty-five 
per cent of the land of the pargana, divided into 537 mahals.” 

It is impossible to know on the basis of available records 
how typical were the Sengars, Kausiks and the Barwars in 
their ability to prevent the Government and auction purchas- 
ers from collecting revenue or rent. It is clear, however, from 
the cases of Lakhnessar, Maniar and Ghamar, and from data 
from Ungli and Chandawak in Jaunpur and Saidpur Bhitri in 
Ghazipur, that determined physical opposition and recourse 
to the courts by a lineage or a major part of a lineage could 
prevent the loss of control of the land. 

Central to the ability of some Rajputs to oppose auction 
purchasers and the government was the Rajputs’ domination 
of subordinate castes within their territories. In 1801 Raja 


396 STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN RURAL SOCIETY 


Oudit Narayan Singh, who had purchased Lakhnessar at auc- 
tion, complained: 


the Singrahs have put a stop to and prevented the inhabitants and 
cultivators ploughing their lands; the few spots in which they 
[the cultivators] have sown they [the Sengars] have overan [sic] 
and eaten up with their cattle. . . . When any cultivators attempt 
to plough their lands, they are beaten and their bullocks taken 
away and their ploughs broken. '” 


Case Study IV: Narwar Taluk and the Rajputs 


The actions of a group of Rajput zamindars of Narwar taluk 
in Jaunpur which came to light in 1816 indicate the extremes 
to which Rajputs could go in control of their dependants and 
subordinates. The zamindars, about 200 men, women and 
children, cultivated one-third of the land themselves; this was 
the most valuable land in the taluk, being situated near wells, 
tanks and ponds, to facilitate irrigation. The zamindars in- 
variably used the irrigation facilities first, thereby often cut- 
ting off their dependants’ use of water until it was too late. 
The dependants plowed, sowed and cultivated the zamin- 
dar’s land as begar (forced labour). As a result of what appears 
to have been the rather harsh treatment of their subordinates, 
even for the times, land was going out of cultivation. The 
zamindars planted the uncultivated land in orchards from 
which they derived income by selling fruit. '°! The zamindars 
for a while succeeded in getting their revenue reduced on the 
grounds that it had been overassessed in the original settle- 
ment. Barlow felt that, in reality, it was underassessed, as the 
zamindars paid only eight annas an acre on their land, rather 
than the Rs 6-8 an acre the others paid. No government re- 
venue was levied on the orchards. A land speculator who 
wanted to lease the taluk under a long-term farming arrange- 
ment offered to pay the government a jama of Rs 5500 rather 
than the Rs 3300 the Rajputs were paying. He argued he 
could do this by charging a reasonable rent of Rs 6-8 on sir 
land, cutting down some of the orchards and bringing under 
cultivation some three hundred acres which had been allowed 
to become waste because of the departure of cultivators. 
Murlazzah, the speculator, stated: ‘If the lands of the Zamin- 
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dars be taken away from them, and if we get possession of 
the gardens, and the Ryots who have fled return to populate 
the place, the revenue of the government can be very well 
discharged and we can set a profit of one or two hundred 
rupees.’!°? Central to Murlazzah’s plan was strong support 
from the government who were, in fact, to eject the zamin- 
dars. It would appear the government was unwilling or un- 
able legally to do this. As the Narwar taluk consisted of 
only ten villages with a total of 200 Rajputs or ten to fifteen 
families, as compared to forty to sixty villages and thousands 
of Rajputs involved in Maniar, Lakhnessar and Ghamar, an 
auction purchaser or farmer could perhaps harass the zamin- 
dars sufficiently to get direct control over the cultivators. In a 
situation like Narwar, where the cultivators were absconding 
and were clearly at odds with the zamindars, I would specu- 
late that a new holder who recruited his own cultivators and 
treated them well could, in fact, dispossess the former zamin- 
dars. 

Zamindars appear to have frequently collected from their 
subordinates a whole range of customary payments. There 
were fees which the subordinate had to pay in addition to the 
rent. Payment had to be made to the zamindar before the rabia 
(dry season) crop could be cut. Fees were levied at the time of 
the marriage of the son of a zamindar. A fee was paid when 
the zamindar gave the cultivator a receipt showing he had 
discharged his rent obligation; and, in one instance at least, a 
fee was charged when the zamindar’s elephant died to help 
defray the costs of a new one.'!™ Not only were cultivators 
supposed to pay fees to zamindars-but artisans and merchants 
who inhabited bazaars were also subject to special taxes. 

It would appear that harrassment, force and violence were 
not the only means of control zamindars and former zamin- 
dars had over their dependants and subordinates; there were 
other ties as well. In order to understand the ties that existed a 
more careful classification of the types of landlords and 
tenants is necessary. 


The Landlords 
During the 1795-1850 period a zamindar was regarded as the 
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person (or persons) named in the Collectors’ records as being 
responsible for the payment of the government revenue de- 
mand. The government recognized in theory that there were 
others in a village or taluk who had within the village or taluk 
similar rights and duties as those recorded officially as zamin- 
dars. These were designated pattidars or hissadars (‘brethren’ 
of the zamindars, or under-proprietors). 

The principles of the Regulations drawn up by Jonathan 
Duncan and enacted in 1795 were clear in accepting the idea 
that large corporate bodies to which the English legal term 
‘coparceners’ was applied could be landholders. In theory, 
under the Regulations, in these corporate landholding bodies 
questions relating to common property were to be decided by 
the common will of the sharers. Clause 1 of Section 17 in 
Regulation II of 1795 makes it clear that the names to be en- 
tered in the kabuliyat (agreement to pay the revenue) were to 
be determined by common consent of all who had a share. 
Later, two kinds of corporate landholding systems came to 
be recognized and labelled by the British courts in Banaras 
pattidari and bhaiyachara.'° 

The pattidari estate was one in which descendants of a 
common ancestor had divided the lands of their ancestral 
patrimony following genealogical principles; usually some 
lands such as orchards, tanks, and some waste land was held 
in common. The pattidars in a particular estate continued to 
recognize ties to the corporate body, but it is my impression 
that by the middle of the nineteenth century in many patti- 
dari areas the pattis (the primary or original divisions which 
followed major lines of descent within the corporate bodies) 
tended to be thought of as quite separate. In the settlement of 
1789-90, as discussed above, Duncan recorded certain mem- 
bers of the corporate groups as ‘zamindars’, and they were 
entered in the revenue roll as being responsible for the collec- 
tion of revenue from their co-sharers in pattidari estates and 
for its payment to the government. This led to considerable 
confusion, as it tended to elevate a person who was at best pri- 
mus inter pares above his co-sharers. Twenty or twenty-five 
years after the Regulations of 1795 the word ‘zamindar’ 
tended to be dropped as a description of the person responsi- 
ble for revenue collection from his co-sharers and its pay- 
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ment to the government and the term lambardar came into 
use. The term is derived from the English word ‘number’ 
and can be translated as one who has a number in the jama- 
bandi or revenue roll. The lambardar was intended to be the 
representative in a village, patti or taluk of the rest of the co- 
sharers within the unit from which the revenue was to be 
paid. By 1830 the term came to be used in the sense that 
zamindar was used in pattidari estates. The office of lambar- 
dar appears to have become hereditary and transferable and 
not tied to a particular person. There are accounts of a lam- 
bardar being a minor, a widow and an auction purchaser. +% 

The Regulations unwittingly encouraged disputes be- 
tween the zamindars and lambardars and other members of 
the corporate holding group over the distribution of income 
on profit from the community-held lands of the estate and 
the distribution of revenue due from each shareholder. It is 
my impression that in smaller estates or in a village, or in 
part of a village in Banaras and Jaunpur, the recorded re- 
venue payers generally were able to establish their rights as 
sole zamindars, and those who were pattidars and hence co- 
sharers became legally like fixed-rate tenants. In the larger 
corporately held estates, such as Lakhnessar and Maniar, the 
co-sharers tended to prosper because instead of one or two 
zamindars or lambardars there were thirty or forty, any any 
one or two could not concentrate enough power to subdue 
completely the co-sharers in the estate. 

Some idea of the potential numbers of individuals in- 
volved in these larger estates can be seen from a case in 1819 
in the Zamania pargana, Ghazipur district. The land was di- 
vided into 7 thoks or major subdivisions. The thoks were 
divided into 23 pattis. In the jamabandi, 83 individuals were 
recorded as zamindars; but on investigation, it was found 
that there were 791 others who claimed pattidari status and 
a share of the land and its produce based on the principle of 
common descent. Of the 83 zamindars, 4 were recorded as 
lambardars. 

Bhaiyachara estates were somewhat differently regarded 
legally than pattidari estates. In bhaiyachara estates, unlike 
pattidari estates, the land was jointly and commonly held 
undivided; only the produce was divided according to 
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shares based on principles of genealogical descent. As in pat- 
tidari estates, some co-sharers were elevated to the roles of 
zamindar or lambardar under the British at the expense of 
their brethren. The internal conflicts between members of 
the corporate holding group and the zamindars or lambar- 
dars were of the same type as in the pattidari estates. Even 
though there is much discussion of bhaiyachara landholding 
in the literature, it is my impression that by 1850 the actual 
number of such estates was rare in the Banaras region. 

- A ruling of the Board of Revenue of 1807 would appear 
to have hastened the decline of the number of bhaiyachara 
estates. This ruling prohibited the sale of part of a legally 
undivided estate which had fallen into arrears. The Board of 
Revenue stated clearly: 


All states for which one engagement has been entered into, are 
to be . . . considered in toto for the revenue assessed upon the 
estate at large. Where an estate is held by two or more indi- 
viduals, the payments which are made are to be carried to the 
account of individual proprietors. "° 


Under this principle the board observed that in an undi- 
vided bhaiyachara estate the interest of one of the prop- 
rietors could not be sold for recovery of arrears due from 
the estate-at large.'°? By this ruling the Board of Revenue 
encouraged the partition into separate estates of both patti- 
dari and bhaiyachara estates. 

The significance of dispute among the cosharers of estates 
is seen in Table 11. As can be seen from this Table, disputes 
within the estates, between members of the holding body, 
or between former zamindars and auction purchasers, were 
thought to be the significant cause for the failure of the 
Government to realize the revenue in fourteen cases out of 
the twenty-nine recorded. Misappropriation of assets could 
also involve internal fighting and might be the expression of 
underlying conflicts. 

In addition to pattidari and bhaiyachara estates, there were 
zamindari estates in which one person or family had estab- 
lished through a long-standing grant, purchase or tradition 
the right to be recognized as sole proprietor of an estate. He 
or his agents collected the revenue from individuals who 
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Table 11 
Reasons for Revenue Arrears by Type of Holder in 
Twenty-nine Esates in Banaras in 1843 


Auction 
Reasons Zamindar Mortgager Purchaser Total 

Misappropriation of assets 3 3 3 9 
Poor management 2 1 3 
Overassessment 3 bg 3 
Disputes among ‘zamindars 

or patidars 8 se T 8 
Disputes between 

mortgager, or purchaser, and 
zamindars or pattidars ie 2 4 6 

Total 16 6 7 29 


Source:-A.C.R.O., Banaras Commissioner’s Office, Banaras Revenue 
Files, vol. 25, file 175, Davidson to Morrison, n.d. 


were in legal fact his tenants. However, through the working 
of the principle of equal inheritance of sons of their father’s 
property, an estate which had a sole proprietor would 
become in several generations time like a pattidari or 
bhaiyachara estate. In thinking about the kinds of landlords 
and the varying proprietary interests, it is best to think of 
them in cyclical terms and as part of a continuing process 
rather than as a fixed type, forever immutable. As with the 
joint family, there is a development cycle in the types of land 
proprietorship in the period 1795-1850. One could start with 
one estate consisting of twenty villages with one man as sole 
zamindar. If this man had four sons and they held the land 
jointly as one property, the income went into one pocket- 
book and the expenses, both personal and of the estate, went 
out of one pocketbook; but by the next generation the land 
could become a bhaiyachara estate. Let us say the first son 
had four sons; the second son, three sons; the third son, two 
sons; and the youngest one, one son. In the second genera- 
tion, from the sole ancestor, there would be now ten actual 
or potential shares. As Indian inheritance is usually per 
stirpes, not per capita, the shares would be uneven, the four 
sons of the first son each having one-sixteenth of the estate, 
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the three sons of the second son each having one-eighth, and 
the one son of the younger son having one-fourth of the 
estate. 

If they decided to pool the produce and divide it by the 
above principle, the estate would be bhaiyachara. If they 
actually divided the land rather than the produce, it would be 
pattidari. Let us say that in the fourth generation the great- 
grandsons of the sole zamindar wanted a partition clearly 
made of the land or produce of the estate. In fact, if not in 
law, the owners of each of the shares became sole zamindars 
on their share. They were individually held responsible for 
payment of their share of the land revenue. They could indi- 
vidually sell or mortgage their land, and the cycle of zamin- 
dari to pattidari or bhaiyachara back to zamindari would be 
set up again. 


The Tenants 


In much of the literature on the agrarian systems of India a 
primary classification is made between zamindars (landlords) 
and ryots (peasants, cultivators). This dichotomy is relative- 
ly useless in understanding rural social structure in 
nineteenth-century eastern Uttar Pradesh. Viewed from the 
perspective of the Raja of Banaras, the Raja of Dumraon, or 
other large landholders, members of a lineage of landholding 
Rajputs, such as the Barwars or Sengars, could be thought of 
as ryots since they lived on their home farms which they 
cultivated with the labour of their sons or tenants. Taking the 
perspective of a landless worker the Barwar or Sengar was a 
zamindar and not a ryot. The ‘tenants’ I will initially define in 
general terms as those whose major source of income came 
from cultivating land on which they paid cash or a share of 
the crop to another individual who in turn paid revenue to 
the government. A tenant was someone who was not entered 
in the jamabandi as being responsible for payment of the 
government revenue and who by custom and law was not 
considered to be a member of a corporate proprietary body as 
a pattidar or other sub-proprietor. 

The general term in the records of the early nineteenth cen- 
tury which was applied to this class of ‘tenants’ in the 
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rural population was asami, a ‘cultivator, a tenant, a non- 
proprietary cultivator; also a dependent.’'!° After the revi- 
sion of records, field surveys and drawing up of village pap- 
ers which were part of the settlement operation of 1839-42, 
asamis appear to have been those tenants who were entered in 
the village record of rights (khewat) as occupying and culti- 
vating a particular piece of land or lands. Asamis were drawn 
from all castes. For examples, in Mirzapur in 1852 a Brah- 
man, an Ahir (cowherd) and a Koeri (gardener) were listed as 
asamis of a village, cultivating five, four and seven bighas 
respectively.''' In a patti of a taluk in Ghazipur in 1849 
the castes of eighty-four asamis were recorded as shown in 
Table 12. 

In the Regulations of 1795 two kinds of tenants were re 
cognized, paikasht and chhappar-band.''? According to H. H. 
Wilson, paikasht tenants were ‘a migratory or non-resident 
cultivator, one who cultivates lands in a village to which he 
does not belong by birth or hereditary claim, and holds his 
lands either for a stipulated term, or at pleasure of some 
member or members of the proprietory body.’''? A paikasht 
tenant was contrasted with a chhappar-band tenant whom 
Wilson defined as ‘a resident cultivator’.''* After the settle- 
ment of 1838-42 the terms shikami and khud-kasht tenants are 
also used in the records to describe tenantry. A skikami 
tenant appears both legally and by village custom in eastern 
Uttar Pradesh to have been a tenant-at-will on land recorded 
as the sir land of the zamindar. A shikami tenant plowed, 
sowed and cultivated sir land, often with the plow, cattle and 
seed of his zamindar. The shikami tenant often was a house- 
hold or agricultural servant as well.'!> | 

A particular field of sir land of the-zamindar might be culti- 
vated by labourers employed to cultivate and paid a wage, or 
by labourers performing begar (forced labour), or it might be 
let to a shikami tenant who paid in produce or cash for the 
right to cultivate the sit land. It was likely, as it is in the pre- 
sent, that the same person worked as a wage employee on 
some sir land and cultivated other sir as a tenant of the land- 
lord. As far as British revenue officials were concerned the 
legal definition of a shikami tenant centred on the question of 
what was recorded in village account books. If a tenant was 
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TABLE 12 
‘Asami’ Caste Composition in a Ghazipur Taluk 


High caste 


Brahman ........... cece cee ccccccc ccc eecnceeee 10 
Bhumnihar ........... 0.0.0 cccccccceeeeceeecseee 15 
Rajput sacs cmancacireniiwn tases 3 
28 
Middle caste 
Ahir Liceechatievcncoseeeawiee nse e ES 17 
Koeri tadon e aoa e OAA OS 13 
Day as sorcer eco siennes Esan TEE Aa 9 
39 
Low caste 
Bind e e pera t e ee seen eee 2 
Telk Seaan n a A A 2 
Kohar iae nnee a a AA 1 
Mallah neinna nnee ceed 1 
6 
Unclean 
BOAR osare wheats Gaver Gee a 6 
Chamar ies ccte uei a e a a aa 3 
Dhobi .......aeoo.ooooesannnosrerersosssrsrsreree> 1 
Meal wart ien o ane earra na e aei me 
11 


Source: A.C.R.O., Banaras Commissioner’s Office, Ghazipur Revenue 
Files, vol. 65, no. 687, Deputy Collector to Trench, 9 April 1849. 


recorded as customarily paying rent on a specific piece of 
land to a particular zamindar, he was not a shikami but a 
khud-kasht tenant. However, if a tenant annually made inde- 
pendent arrangements to rent land, at varying rates, then he 
was a shikami tenant. 

Khud-kasht tenants were occupancy tenants whose names 
were entered in the patwari’s records and in the jamabandi of 
the village. The fields they cultivated were known and 
marked on the village map, and they paid a fixed rent. They 
could not be ejected unless a court order had been obtained 
after proof of failure to pay the rent had been established. 
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Theoretically, khud-kasht tenants’ rights could have origin- 
ated in a number of ways. They may have been cultivators or 
zamindars who lived and worked in the village before the 
present zamindars established their control. Many Rajputs, 
Bhumihars and Brahmans were khud-kasht tenants, but 
many were of lineages different from the zamindars. Khud- 
kasht tenants were also drawn from traditional cultivating 
and herding castes, such as Koeri, Kurmi and Ahir, who at 
some time in the past were brought as occupancy tenants to 
cultivate waste land. Some khud-kasht tenants owed their 
occupancy rights to performing specific duties as carpenters, 
blacksmiths, potters or water carriers and received perma- 
nent tenancy rights to land as part of their compensation for 
performing their craft duties. Some village servants, particu- 
larly Brahmans but often artisans, at one time held small 
pieces of land in villages as muaafi (revenue- and rent-free 
lands). Under British rule muaafi lands were steadily con- 
verted into lands which were held by khud-kasht tenants. 

Until the 1840s in what is now Uttar Pradesh there was lit- 
tle concern with establishing precise classifications`of tenan- 
try and defining mutual rights and obligations, other than the 
very crude distinction between khud-kasht and shikami 
tenants. It was not until the land settlements of 1878—85 that a 
careful attempt was made to define and record the rights of 
various kinds of tenants in eastern Uttar Pradesh. 


Opposition to the New Landlords 


As saggested above, an auction purchaser who wanted to 
take over his newly acquired lands and collect rent or pro- 
duce from those who actually cultivated the land faced sever- 
al potential kinds of opposition—first and foremost direct 
physical violence from dispossessed zamindars. In 1816 the 
Collector in Banaras reported there were 15,800 Rajputs in 
Jaunpur who had lost their lands and who were under arms 
against the government and auction purchasers. ''® 

In 1828 the Magistrate of Jaunpur reported that between 
1822 and 1825 there were seventy convictions ‘for murders, 
etc. produced from the system of selling lands to realize 
arrears of revenue.’'’” In 1841 the Kausik Rajputs of Barra 
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Gaon in the Chit-Firzopur taluk killed two agents of the 
auction purchaser who were trying to collect rent from the 
cultivators. '!® 
The Rajkumar Rajputs of the Ungli taluk in Jaunpur car- 
ried on a running battle with the government and the auction 
purchaser Sheolal Dube and his descendants for over twenty 
years. They fought the police and the agents of the auction 
purchaser, absconded with crops into Oudh, and consistently 
refused to pay revenue to the government or rent to the auc- 
tion purchaser. The Rajkumars went armed at all times and 
kept large numbers of armed retainers. They illegally col- 
lected transit duties from travellers and merchants. The Raj 
kukars kept drug ships and refused to pay license fees on 
shops. They stopped every boat on the Gumpti river and 
taxed goods and passengers. In addition, they appear to have 
spent considerable time fighting among themselves. !!” 
Sheolal Dube, who was a powerful tahsildar in charge of 
the Ungli taluk from 795 to 1808, managed, largely through 
illegal means, to bring most of the Rajkumar holding to auc- 
tion, which he then secretly bought in the names of his son- 
in-law, son and agents. When the tahsildari system was 
changed, after many abuses came to light, particularly during 
the investigation of the activities of the British collector 
James Barton, the tahsildars were relieved of their police 
power. '*° Dube could then no longer control the Rajkumar 
ex-zamindars. In a number of the specific cases detailed by 
Robert Barlow, Acting Collector in 1818-19, Dube or his 
agents failed to pay their revenue and the government tried to 
auction the auction purchaser’s rights, but rarely did a bidder 
stand forth to take the estates. The estates were directly man- 
aged by the government and a sazawal collected the revenue. 
They had less success than Dube in collecting the revenue. In 
those cases when an auction purchaser was found the latter 
usually absconded in a year or two with what they could col- 
lect from the Rajkumars, but never paid the government. "°! 
After twelve years or more of inability to collect on the 
part of the government or auction purchaser, the govern- 
ment endeavoured, in most cases successfully, to get mem- 
bers of Rajkumar lineages to buy back their zamindar rights. 
In estates where an auction purchaser or a jagirdar opposed 
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the former zamindars forcibly, the major question of conflict 
was over the rent or revenue to be paid on the former zamin- 
dar’s sir land and the control these men exercised over their 
former dependents, the shikami and the khud-kasht tenants. 
In Chit-Firzopur in Ghazipur district, even after sale for 
arrears of revenue the Kausik Rajput zamindars continued to 
collect income from sair (zamindar’s tax on the products of 
tanks, orchards and waste land) and the asamis paid much of 
the rent due from the former zamindars’ sir land. *?? In Said- 
pur Bhitri, the jagirdari of Ausan Singh’s descendants, the 
former zamindars continued to fight to maintain their control 
of their sir lands for two generations. Lushington, who was 
deputed to settle disputes in Saidpur Bhitri, reported in 1832: 


The disputes concerning rent are innumerable. They Sayer is in 
possession of the strongest whichever that may chance to be at 
the moment, and if I am to believe the evidence given up on 
oath, the Ryots are subject to demands of illegal aboabs [addi- 
tional taxes above the legal rate] both from the {agents of the 
Jageerdars and the descendants of the old maliks.'!”° 


The developments in Saidpur Bhitri exemplify a wide- 
spread process. Even in the face of sustained and strong 
opposition from the former zamindars, the jagirdar or auc- 
tion purchaser by the 1830s was able to collect Rs 175,000 
more than the taxes. This then became his profit. At the same 
time many of the former zamindars maintained their econo- 
mic position. Lushington explained this paradox as follows: 


It is quite certain that this has been effected as much by raising 
rents as by extending cultivation. Wherever the tenant had the 
power of resisting this increase, it was resisted and the dispute 
remains to this day. Wherever the party was poor either in purse 
or in spirit, it took effect. Hence it would be found very general- 
ly throughout the Pergunah that the Rajpoots have been at odds 
with the Jageerdar’s family from the first, whilst the koiries, the 
koormars, the aheers and others have gone on quietly paying 
whatever the Putwarree demanded. '* 


In many parts of Saidpur Bhitri the Rajputs cultivated lar rge 
quantities of land and were called zamindars by everyone. 
The jagirdar apparently encouraged asamis to move about 
the land; this broke the hold of the former zamindar on his 
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former dependents and enabled the jagirdar at a later date to 
enhance the rent demanded from the tenant.’ 

James Barwise, an indigo planter in Jaunpur who appears 
to have speculated in farming zamindaris on which the gov- 
ernment could not realize the revenues, complained in 1844: 
[The former zamindars] are always anxious to designate as 
their seer land much that is not so, and to fix nominally a low 
rate upon all that they so designate . . . The zamindar kept 
two sets of papers, one which he collected by, the other for de- 
positing in the collector’s office.”!?” Barwise claimed that not 
even a tenth of the chhappar-band tenants of the Koeris, Kurmis 
and other cultivating castes had their names recorded, even 
though their names were in the settlement officer’s Khasara 
(field book). In the records they filed with the government the 
zamindars had their own names rather than those of the tenants 
entered as being the cultivators. 

Barwise thought two or three thousand bighas were thus 
entered as sir land on which the zamindars paid a nominal 
rent of eight annas, rather than the-Rs 4-5 which the zamin- 
dars collected from the asamis. When Barwise tried to ‘cor- 
rect’ the jamabandi, the former zamindars threatened the 
low-caste asamis that their houses would be destroyed by fire 
if they paid their rents to Barwise.'”® According to Barwise 
the former-zamindars cultivated the land they took from asa- 
mis by begar. 

Barwise was murdered, and the leader of the former 
zamindars was tried for the crime but acquitted. !?? The taluk 
of Raja Bazaar, which Barwise tried to farm, was involved in 
litigation from 1822 to 1863. After Barwise’s death his de- 
pendants continued to claim their rights as zamindars.'*° It is 
clear that Barwise thought that as a European he would stand 
a better chance of subduing the zamindars than would an 
Indian, because he had easier access to the courts and the 
administration. 

Badlapur, a taluk on the border of Oudh, is one of the few 
examples that I have come across of an extensive taluk being 
effectively taken over by an outsider, Sheolal Dube and his 
descendants. Just before the Permanent Settlement, Badlapur 
had as its zamindar Saltanant Singh, a Rajkumar Rajput 
whose ancestors had created a petty kingdom in the area by 
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subjugating former Rajput zamindars who were Bisen, 
Bachgoti, Bais and Monas.'*' In 1839 the Commissioner of 
Banaras reported to the Sadar Board of Revenue of the 
Northwestern Provinces: 


The cultivators here [in Badlapur] are a powerful body; their 
rights in the soil are so close and firm that all attempts to destroy 
or shake it off have failed. They have been oppressed doubtless 
but they could not be ousted; excessive rents have been taken or 
tried to be taken from them but they were ever able to offer legal 
resistance which has baffled the new zamindar, who was yet 
powerful enough to dispossess many of the old zamindars. This 
refers of course only to cultivators who have a prescriptive right 
in their holding subject to the payment of a rent at a fixed rate, 
and their rights have been confirmed. Sheolal Dobey and his suc- 
cessors have introduced a numberous class of inferior Ryots who 
cultivate the more lucrative crops such as tobacco, poppy and 
sugar cane. These are mere tenants at will and pay a very high 
rate of rent. !>? 


Summary 


Identifying the ‘dispossessed’ is not a clear or simple task. 
Some Rajputs, such as the Raja of Haldi, lost their zamindaris 
and were in a reduced economic state; but such dramatic falls 
in economic and social status appear not to have been the 
norm. Most of the Rajputs whose zamindari rights were sold 
continued to live as they lived before in their villages and 
taluks, dominating lower-caste cultivators and offering sus- 
tained and at times effective opposition to auction purchas- 
ers. Several key facts explain this situation. Legally, what 
was at issue were rights, not physical entities. This meant 
that after an auction of landed rights the ‘seller’s’ legal status 
was changed from zamindar to ex-zamindar; however, he 
was not physically driven from his property. He could, and 
usually did, continue to live in his home area with his agnatic 
kin in his lineage. The purchaser usually was an urban resi- 
dent and tried to manage his purchased estate from a dis- 
tance through agents. 

In order to maximize the auction purchaser’s profit the 
agent had to accomplish three things. He had to break the 


410 STRUCTURAL CHANGE IN RURAL SOCIETY 


hold, usually maintained by a mixture of custom and force, 
which the former zamindars had over other occupants of the 
estate: He had to get the asamis to pay raised rent. In addi- 
tion, in many cases, he had to reduce the amount of sir land 
held by the former zamindars and also raise the rate of re- 
venue paid by the former zamindars on their sir. In many in- 
stances the former zamindars held the potentially most pro- 
ductive fields, since their sir land was near irrigation facilities 
and capable of growing cash crops such as sugarcane and 
Poppy. 

The key to the accomplishment of the auction purchaser’s 
goal was his ability to break the power of the former zamin- 
dar, which was closely related to the number and internal 
organization of the corporately organized Rajput lineages. If 
the Rajput lineage was a small one and had already been dis- 
rupted by the rajas of Banaras in the eighteenth century, as 
was the case.in much of the present Banaras district, the auc- 
tion purchaser could succeed. If there was considerable and 
persistent internal conflict among members of the lineage, 
and the agent or auction purchaser was adept at playing on 
this internal conflict, he might weaken sections of the lineage 
sufficiently to accomplish some of his ends, as was the case in 
Saidpur Bhitri. However, as in the case of Lakhnessar, Gha- 
mar and Maniar, where the members of the Raj put lineages 
were numerous and could compose for a time their internal 
differences, they could frustrate the goal of the auction pur- 
chaser. 

With the sale of their property the legal position of the tra- 
ditional zamindars changed; but in many cases their economic, 
social and political position within their villages and taluks 
was little affected, particularly from the perspective of those 
inside the village or taluk. It didn’t seem important to low- 
caste cultivators or landless workers if the Rajput who for 
generations had dominated them was legally a zamindar, and 
ex-zamindar or a tenant. The adage told to me by a Chamar 
(untouchable leather or agricultural workers) held in the 
nineteenth century as it does in the twentieth: ‘Living in a vil- 
lage with Rajputs is like living under a thorn bush.’ 

A final set of questions remains to be answered before the 
history of the relations between the government, the auction 
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purchasers, the ex-zamindars and the tenants is clear. The 
key question is: why did men who made money in govern- 
ment service, the new professions, trade, and from land con- 
tinue to invest in land, even in the face of the difficulties 
which were likely to occur? The usual explanation for the 
purchase of landed estates on the part of the ‘new men’ and 
others is cultural. In traditional Indian society wealth and sta- 
tus attained outside of agriculture were transmitted into land- 
ed status, since other kinds of activities, such as trade and ser- 
vice, were not of as high social status as being a zamindar. 
This certainly was a factor leading men to purchase estates 
between 1795 and 1885. However, it was not the.only one. 
With all the attendant difficulties of control, land appears to 
have been a good investment. 

From the fragmentary evidence available, the price paid for 
land appears to have risen sharply after 1795. Based on the 
transactions recorded for 1837 the average e price paid was fif- 
teen times the annual revenue demand.'* In Ghazipur the 
price of land sold in private sales rose from Rs 29 and 8 annas 
per acre as the average for 1843-52 to Rs 52 and 12 annas per 
acre as the average for 1873-82. The price of land sold at auc- 
tion in the same years rose from Rs 12 and 14 annas per acre 
to Rs 30 and 5 Annas per acre. '** 

From 1795 to 1850 the price of rice more than doubled and 
the price of barley increased fifty per cent. Only wheat prices 
remained fairly stable." At the same time the production of 
a number of valuable cash crops increased. The most impor- 
tant of these was sugarcane, which had become an extremely 
profitable crop by the end of the eighteenth century. '* The 
growing of cane expanded markedly from 1800 to 1840; for 
example, between 1814 and 1832 the quantity of raw sugar 
shipped from Ghazipur district rose from 251,000 to 335,000 
maunds.'*” Robert Barlow, collector of Ghazipur district in 
1818, wrote that the average net profit on a bigha of sugar- 
cane was Rs 17 and 12 annas on a total investment of Rs 27 
and 4 annas. This compared with profits per bigha of Rs 4 
and 4 annas on urhar (a lentil), Rs 4 on indigo, Rs 2 and 9 
annas on barley, Rs 2 and 6 annas on rice, Re 1 and 11 annas 
on wheat. ‘8 

The rise in agricultural prices and the expanded production 
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of crops like sugarcane resulted in the utilization of some of 
the considerable waste land in the region, either virgin land 
or land once cultivated which had reverted to grass, weeds 
and scrub jungle. 1°? Since the revenue demanded from estates 
was permanently fixed in 1795, the profits which accrued 
from shifting to new crops, from the rise in agricultural 
prices and from the bringing of waste land under cultivation 
went to the cultivator, the zamindar or ex-zamindar, but not 
to.the government. !*° 

-= The rise in land prices, particularly between 1795 and 1850, 
would seem to be associated with this expansion of the agri- 
cultural economy. While only speculative at this point be- 
cause of the paucity of data, the answer to the question of 
why men continued to buy land would appear to be that it 
was a good investment. With the assumption of an expanded 
agricultural economy in mind, we can now go back to our 
starting question: what happened to the ‘dispossessed’? The 
overall answer may well be that nothing happened, as it 
would appear theoretically possible that there was enough 
enhanced value in agriculture for the former zamindars to 
profit along with the auction purchasers. In effect, the two 
contending parties could come to an agreement to split the 
increased income, leaving enough to the former zamindar to 
maintain his position within the local area and giving enough 
to the urban-based auction purchaser or buyer of land to sup- 
port himself at an urban standard of living. 

In discussion of social mobility and social change we often 
tend to think, consciously, in terms of closed systems. This 
model may be adequate for the study of isolated primitive 
societies, but not for India in the early nineteenth century, 
nor for the Banaras region as a case in point. Hence, unlike a 
hydraulic pump, the change in one part of the sytem, i.e., the 
rise of one group or class, did not necessarily mean the con- 
comitant fall of another. 
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The British in Benares: 
A Nineteenth Century Colonial 
Society” 


I. INTRODUCTION 


The diffusion of British institutions, ideas and values and 
the spread of the English language and of British peoples are 
among the major events in modern history. The study of 
the effects of this diffusion in the New World, Africa and 
Asia in shaping political institutions in these regions has 
attracted -many scholars, but the systematic and analytic 
study of the British themselves and of the societies and cul- 
tures they built overseas in their African and Asian colonies 
has thus far been neglected, except in memoirs and travel 
literature. 

This essay is a description and analysis of one local British 
society in India: the one which developed in and around 
Benares from the end of the eighteenth century until the 
middle of the nineteenth century. The region today encom- 


* The research on which this paper is based was done at the India Office 
Library, Commonwealth Relations Office, London, and the Uttar 
Pradesh Central Record Office, Allahabad, while I held a fellowship from 
the Humanities Division of the Rockefeller Foundation. The writing was 
done while I was a research associate in anthropology at the University of 
Chicago under a grant from the Committee on South Asian Studies. This 
eassay was first published in Comparative Studies in Society and History, 
vol. IV, no. 2, January 1962. 
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passes the districts of Ballia, Benares, Ghazipur, Jaunpur, 
and Mirzapur in the easternmost tip of Uttar Pradesh. In the 
late eighteenth century this territory was known as Benares 
Province and in the early nineteenth century it was part of 
the North Western Provinces. Exclusive of European troops 
and their officers, there were never more than 300 to 400 
British in the region. These were divided among civilian 
officials, traders, planters and missionaries. 

Among the most important group socially and 
economically—the officialsk—few stayed long in Benares. 
Their careers were made up of a series of postings over 
much of north India. Although the actors in the society of 
Benares continued to change the statues were fixed and con- 
stant. Table I presents something of the tenure of the 
eighty-four judges and collectors who served in the region 
between 1795 and 1850. 

The officials in this circulating society were not tied to the 


TABLE 1 
Length of Service of Judges and Collectors in Benares* 


District Average Length Total Dates No. Who Served 
In Years Number Less than Two 
Years 
Collectors 
Benares 4-1/3 11 1795-1848 3 
Ghazipur 3-3/4 6 1820-1848 2 
Jaunpur 2-1/2 7 1832-1845 5 
Mirzapur 2-2/3 5 1818-1847 4 
Judges 
Benares 2-3/4 17 1795-1850 8 
Ghazipur 5 6 1821-1850 2 
Jaunpur 3-1/2 14 1795-1850 5 
Mirzapur 2 18 1795-1850 9 
Total 84 38 


*The source is the annual numbers of the East India Register and Calendar 
1803-1850. Previous to 1803 the information is taken from the Civil 
Judicial and Revenue Proceedings, India Office Library. 
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local Indian society for their prestige, their social or psycho- 
logical well being, their livelihood or their views of them- 
selves. Their anchorage in society was a double one. One 
line went back directly to their homeland and their ties in 
Great Britain. This tie and what it meant in the develop- 
ment of a reference group for British officials was well 
stated by W. H. Sleeman in the dedication of his work, 
Rambles and Recollections of an Indian Official: 


My Dear Sister, 

Were anyone to ask your countrymen in India what has been 
their greatest source of pleasure while there, perhaps nine out of 
ten would say the letters which they receive from their sisters at 
home. . . . They have a very happy facility in making us famil- 
iar with the new additions made from time to time to the drama- 
tis personae of these scenes after we quit them. . . .and, while 
thus contributing so much to our happiness, they no doubt tend 
to make us better citizens of the world, and servants of govern- 
ment, than we should otherwise be, for, in our ‘struggles 
through life in India,’ we have all, more or less, an eye to the 
approbation of those circles which our kind sisters represent—who 
may, therefore, be considered in the exalted light of a valuable 
species of unpaid magistracy to the Government of India.' 


The other anchorage of the officials was in the society of 
their fellow officers in India. Especially after the establish- 
ment of the East India Company’s college at Haileybury, 
the young man destined for civilian service in India was 
from his entry at the college part of a network of rela- 
tionships developed at the college which were largely to see 
him through his professional career.” 

In addition to the informal control over an official’s be- 
haviour and values exercised by his reference group in Eng- 
land and his peers in India, an officer was often subject to 
direct control in his official and unofficial life by his super- 
iors in Allahabad or Agra, Calcutta and London. 

British society in India changed through time, not only in 
response to changes in the local environment but also in re- 
flection of the marked changes in English society and cul- 
ture which characterized the period from 1780 to 1850 in 
England.* Many of the English who established rule in the 
late eighteenth century in Benares had come to India in the 
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1760s and 1770s, in the heyday of nabobism and the plunder 
and corruption of Bengal. India was not a career but a place 
to make a fortune.* During this period the British took part 
in the jobbery, corruption and extortion which characte- 
rized the political life of northern and eastern India. Many 
of the Englishmen of this early period lived with Indian 
women and had families by their Indian wives and 
mistresses. Some, like Ochterlony, completely adopted a 
Mughal-Indian style of life. Heber, who met Ochterlony in 
1824, described his retinue on the march thus: ‘The whole 
procession was what might pass in Europe for that of an 
Eastern King.’ Heber also commented on the fact that 
Ochterlony’s monthly expenses were almost fifteen 
thousand rupees. Others, like W. A. Brooke, judge of the 
Appeal Court in Benares for thiry years, settled and lived a 
life of baronial splendour in India. The majority in the early 
period, however, were mainly concerned with making 
money and retiring to England to enjoy it. 

Succeeding generations of the British in India developed a 
markedly different society and culture from this late eight- 
eenth century one. The changes were in response to the 
changing character of British involvement in India and the 
changes which affected the upper and middle classes in Eng- 
land from the time of the Napoleonic wars until the middle 
of the nineteenth century. 

There is considerable discussion in the historical literature 
on the British in India regarding the relations of British to 
Indians and the attitudes of the British towards the Indians. 
Too often attempts have been made to characterize British 
attitudes, knowledge of India and Indians and relations with 
Indians in general terms, without carefully sorting out the 
periods involved and, more importantly, the type of work 
done by the British. In general those who concentrated 
on judicial work, at no matter what period of Indo- 
British history, have tended to see Indians as dishonest, 
superstitious, and lacking in moral character, humanity, 
and gratitude.’ Those who started their careers in what 
might be termed the diplomatic service—those who served as 
residents in the courts of Indian states—tended in the early 
nineteenth century to emphasize the courtly character, the 
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aristocratic bearing and the manliness of Indians. Those 
who concentrated on the revenue side of administration la- 
ter in the nineteenth century tended to glorify what they 
perceived as the virtues of the Indian peasantry—stolidness, 
straightforwardness, perserverance and hard work. In these 
characterizations of India and Indians it is of course hard to 
separate the continuing myths of particular types of service 
and the direct reflection of the immediate situations in 
which the British had to carry on their work. 

Beyond these differing views of Indian society on the 
part of the British officials, more and more from the 1830s 
onwards the British came to view their ‘stay in India as a 
kind of moral exile’ and to regard Hindus ‘as an inferior race, 
totally different from ourselves in their moral character’.® 
This idea of a racial gulf between Indians and British was 
confirmed and heightened by the Mutiny of 1857.” 


II. THE BRITISH IN INDIA: A CLASSIFICATION 


Even in an outstation like Benares there was not one British 
society but several British societies. The basic cleavage was 
official versus non-official. In terms of its impact on India 
and England and in terms of power and status the official 
community far outweighed the unofficial community in the 
first half of the nineteenth century. The official civilian had a 
generally higher status and pay than did the military official. 
The head of the government was usually a civilian, and the 
owners of the East India Company were civilian. 

My impression is that the military and civil officers of the 
Company were drawn from much the same strata of 
English life. The military outnumbered the civilians and to a 
large extent lived a very different life. There was, however, 
some mixing socially, especially in up-country posts, and 
some transferring from the military line into the civilian line. 
But by and large the military and the civilian were separate 
services. 

The commercial Europeans represented the next most im- 
portant group. In the late eighteenth century and early 
nineteenth century, with the exception of some wealthy and 
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powerful merchants in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras, the 
commercials tended to be quite separate from the officials 
and to live different lives. A non-official European had to 
have a license from either the Governor-General or the Court 
of Directors to live in India. He could be expelled from India 
by the order of the Governor-General. The Company had 
monopoly in certain aspects of Indian trade and monopolized 
shipping down to 1833. 

Commercial groups had a wide range of occupations, from 
large-scale bankers such as Palmer and Company to small- 
scale traders who dealt in Indian goods, such as indigo, 
sugar, cloth and opium to small-scale merchants who im- 
ported and sold European articles for European and Indian 
consumption. Planters—first in indigo, then in jute and tea— 
were to a certain extent separate from other commercial 
groups since many of them lived in rural areas, near their 
plantations or in centres for processing the raw materials. 

In the port cities there was a group of European artisans, 
servants and floaters, recruited often from the enlisted ranks 
of the military and from the sailors of East Indiamen. This 
group shaded into the group of Eurasians. 

The commercials, traders and planters came by and large 
from different classes in English society than did the offi- 
cials. In some cases they might be sons of successful mer- 
chants or not-so-successful merchants, or the sons of ex- 
officials. But probably there were none from the gentry, 
and at the bottom level they were recruited from the lower 
classes of England. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the missionar- 
ies were a very small and insignificant group. But their 
numbers and importance grew through the nineteenth 
century as the values and outlook of the middle and upper 
classes in England changed. Many of the missionaries, 
especially the Baptists and Methodists, were German or 
Scandinavian. Many of the English missionaries of those 
two faiths were lower class, the children of artisans and trad- 
ers in England. Until 1883 they faced the problem of getting 
a license to go and work in India. As a result, the Danish 
and Dutch possessions in India were often their bases. 
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Serampore, the headquarters of the Baptist mission in India, 
was a Danish possession. Even during the period in which 
missionaries were discouraged by official policy they still 
had special skills which on occasion made their utilization 
by the Company essential. In the latter part of the eight- 
eenth century Christian Frederick Swartz in south India was 
used extensively by the Company on diplomatic missions 
because of his knowledge of Persian and south Indian 
vernaculars.!° When in 1801 Lord Wellesley founded the 
college at Fort William for the training of civil servants he 
appointed William Carey, a Baptist missionary from Seram- 
pore first as tutor and then as professor of Bengali and 
Sanskrit.!’ When the question of British educational policy 
for India was being argued missionaries took a major role 
both officially and unofficially, since they had the most ex- 
perience in the matter. ' 


HI. SOCIAL ORIGINS AND KIN RAMIFICATIONS 


Sir John Kaye, one of the most prolific writers on the his- 
tory of the British in India, called the pre-Mutiny civil ser- 
vice ‘a great monarchy of the middle class’.'!> However, this 
was the middle class as it was viewed in early-Victorian 
England, not the middle class of twentieth-century Eng- 
land, which ericompasses a quite different group. It included 
the landed gentry, substantial merchants of London and the 
professions. The exact ascription of class status to the judges 
and collectors who served in Benares is a difficult task. The 
following table is more precise than the data warrant: it does 
not differentiate economic position of fathers, or tells us 
occupations of grandfathers and other male relatives—which 
might be more important. Yet it is significant that Com- 
pany service and ownership and management of land are the 
two largest categories of fathers’ occupations. 

The lower orders of British society are not represented at 
all in the civilians of the Company and I have found no in- 
formation that would lead me to suspect that the working 
class, or even small traders and merchants, provided sons 
for the service. The categories of Table II are not mutually 
exclusive in terms of social background. For example, 
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although a servant’s father was a Company official his father 
or his father’s brothers might have been landed gentry or 
merchants from London. Similarly, this does not get at the 


TABLE II 
Fathers’ Occupations of Seventy-five Collectors and Judges 
in Benares, 1795-1850* 


Company service 


Civil 11 
Military 2 
Medical 2 
Unspecified 1 
16 
Landed gentry (positive) 13 
Landed gentry (possible) 11 
Merchants (positive) | 9 
Merchants (possible) 10 
19 
Professional 
King’s Military Officer 1 
M.P. 2 
Minister 2 
Physician 1 
Lawyer 1 
Diplomat 1 
8 
Orphan 1 
Don’t know 7 


*The base numbers of Table I and Table II do not agree: Table I includes 
officers who served more than once in Benares, but time of service is 
counted separately. Table II is based on India Office Library, Writer’s 
Petitions and Personal Records; East India Register and Director; Edward 
Dodwell and J. S Miles, Bengal Civil Servants (London, 1838); Dictionary of 
National Biography, E. A. H. Blunt, Tombs and Christian Monuments of the 
United Provinces (Agra, 1908); Burke, A History of the Landed Gentry of Great 
Britain (1906); Burke, Dictionary of Peerage and Baronetage of. the British 
Empire, (London, 15th endn.; 1853); C. E. Buckland, Dictionary of Indian 
Biogrpahy (London, 1906); J: J. Higinbotham, Men Whom India Has Known, 
(Madras, 2nd endn., 1874); Holmes and Co., The Bengal Obituary 
(Calcutta, 1848); Kent’s Direcory for 1795 and 1803. 
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question of how many of the landed category were old 
landed families and how many owe their classification as 
landed to a predecessor who made money through com- 
merce or banking and then bought an estate. 

Seventeen out of the seventy-five civil servants were born 
in London, twenty in the rest of England, ten in Scotland, 
ten in India and four in Ireland.'* I could not find the birth 
place of the other fourteen. It should be noted that the civi- 
lians born in Ireland were not Irish but were sons of English 
gentry with Irish estates. With the exception of those born 
in London, and perhaps three from Surrey and two from 
Aberdeen, Scotland, all were born in rural areas, an indica- 
tion of the gentry background of many of the servants of 
the earlier period. 

Three things were necessary for appointment to the 
Company’s civil service: proof of age, proof of education 
and the recommendation of a member of the Court of 
Directors. Until 1801 the educational certificate had to attest 
to the fact that the young man knew book-keeping and had a 
good hand. After this date this requirement was not neces- 
sary and a general statement that he had received an educa- 
tion and could read, write and do sums was sufficient. 

In 1784 the age limits were set by parliament at a mini- 
mum of fifteen and a maximum of eighteen. In 1793 the 
maximum age was raised to twenty-two. '> Of the 31 collec- 
tors and judges whose dates of birth and year of entry into 
service I have been able to trace, 3 were under fifteen, 20 
were between fifteen and seventeen, 5 between eighteen and 
twenty-one, and 3 above twenty-one. I have been able to 
trace the early education of only 16 of the 75, and working 
from the Writer’s Petitions it is impossible to say whether the 
certificates were given by masters who taught them for a 
year or so to prepare them for book-keeping or whether the 
servants had most of their education with those who gave 
the certificates. It is also often difficult to tell whether the 
man who gave the certificate ran a school, was a private 
tutor, or taught 3 or 4 boys from several families who had 
joined together to hire a tutor. Two servants had certificates 
from Winchester and one from Exeter; otherwise the great 
public schools do not appear. Sir John Foster has suggested 
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that in the eighteenth century there were several boarding 
schools in London which prepared boys for the service. Pa- 
rents sent their sons to them if they thought they might be 
appointed, and parents in India sent their sons to them for 
education. 

The most important requirement for employment was 
the recommendation by a member of the Board of Direc- 
tors. The patronage of the Court of Directors was one of 
their most valuable possessions. The patronage consisted of 
appointments of writers, cadets, assistant surgeons, officers 
in the Bombay Marine, and the staffs in the East India 
House and the Company’s London warehouses. Between 
1793 and 1812 the yearly average was 40 writers, 240 cadets 
and about 30 assistant surgeons." The Court of Directors 
was made up of twenty-two members and four ‘chairs’. 
Each member could count on about six or seven appoint- 
ments a year, but only one of these was a writership. A 
chair by custom received twice the number of appointments 
as an ordinary member. A member of the Board of Control 
received the same number of appointments as a chair. In 
most cases patronage was used by directors for their fami- 
lies, friends of the family, business associates, or, in some 
instances, for political purposes.'® There are a few rare inst- 
ances in which appointments were sold.'? Throughout the 
Company period family ties to the Board and to ruling and 
major families in England were a major consideration, not 
only in getting appointed to a writership but also with re- 
gard to where and under whom one would serve. 

The use of family ties can be seen in the early career of 
Mountstuart Elphinstone. One of his father’s brothers was a 
merchant and East Indiaman sea captain who prospered and 
became one of the members of the Board of Directors of the 
East India Company. It was to this uncle that Mountstuart 
and his brother James owed their appointments to the 
Company service.” Another one of his father’s brothers, 
Keith, rose high in the Royal Naval Service and warmly re- 
commended Mountstuart to the then Governor-General, Sir 
John Shore.”! Posting to Benares was thought to be some- 
thing of a plum, since at that time it was a frontier post and 
was considered particularly lucrative. James, Mountstuart’s 
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elder brother, was stationed in Mirzapur, and Elphinstone’s 
close friend, Edward Strachey, was registrar in the Benares 
court. James states directly, in a letter to his mother of 22 
April 1796, that the appointment of Mountstuart was due to 
the efforts of the Governor-General.” There were limits, 
however, beyond which political or personal pressure could 
not go in the service. A judgeship which was held in Be- 
nares by an Indian in the period of quasi-British rule was 
thought by the Prince of Wales to be a perfect situation for 
his protégé, Pellegrine Treves. The Prince of Wales wrote 
to Lord Cornwallis as follows: 


before I conclude I must thank you for the kind expressions 
you have made use of to me respecting my Protege Mr. 
Treves. I confess I feel myself much interested in his welfare, 
and success in life. . . . I have just heard from a friend at India 
house, the object of Treves’ ambition at present is, to be 
appointed to the Adaulet of Benares, which is now held by a 
Black named Alli Cann. Understanding that most of the 
Adaulets are now held by Europeans, and as I am informed it is 
the intention that Europeans are to be placed in future in prefer- 
ence to the Natives, I should be vastly happy if without com- 
mitting any injustice you could place young Treves in that 
situation, as I shall feel personally obliged to you for this 
promotion.” 


Cornwallis in his reply pointed out that the judgeship in Be- 
nares was on a different footing than other such positions, 
that Ali Ibraham Khan was a distinguished judge and his 
removal would lead to widespread discontent, and that 
further Treves was very low on the civil list and such posts 
went to senior officials. ** 

We have looked at the ways in which men got into the 
civil service, but the question of why they went into it is 
another matter. In the eighteenth century a career in India 
was a. way to a fortune. In the early nineteenth century this 
had changed. But if a young man’s health held up and if he 
had luck in ridding himself of his early debts, he could retire 
with a good income, even though not a fortune. The often- 
made observation that the civil service provided an occupa- 
ion for second sons of second sons is probably largely 
correct. Kaye, in a novel published in 1844, summarizes 
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well the reasons for going into the service of the East India 
Company. 


He [referring to an imaginary eavesdropper to a conversation] 
might have learnt that Mr. Pultuney was a younger brother; 
that he belonged to no particular profession; that he lived upon 
an annuity, proceeding from certain shares in a mercantile 
house, of which his father had been one of the partners; that 
Mr. Pultuney’s elder brother was an gentleman of large proper- 
ty who at the age of 53, having remained single up to that 
epoch, had it into his head to marry and get an heir . . . . Mas- 
ter Peregrine like his father had an elder brother who was then 
prepared for Oxford; that Mr. Pultuney’s income was insuffi- 
cient to send another son to the University; that he had some 
interest with the Court of Directors and thought that under the 
circumstances it would not be an imprudent step to get Master 
Peregrine an appointment to India and thereby provide him for 


life.” 


Family connections were important not only in obtaining an 
appointment but throughout the career of the civil servant. 
There was considerable intermarriage among the families of 
civil servants and it was common for several generations of 
one family to serve in India. The kinship ramifications can 
be illustrated with two families which are by no means un- 
usual in numbers or spread. 


The Curries 


The Curries belonged to an old Scottish family which dated 
back to the early seventeenth century.” William Currie set- 
tled in Berwick-upon-Tweed. He had a son, Mark Currie, 
born in 1682. His son, William, born in 1721, became a 
banker in London. The banker had a son, Mark, born in 
1759. Mark’s third son, Frederick, born in 1799, made an 
application in 1815 to the East India Company for an 
appointment to the civil service. He described his father as a 
distiller of Bloomsbury, Middlesex. Eight years later his 
brother, A. P. Currie, when applying for a writership, de- 
scribed his father as residing at Hayes, Middlesex.” Some- 
time in the period between 1815 and 1823 Mark Currie had 
retired and moved from Bloomsbury to Hayes. Three of the 
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six sons of the distiller went into the Bengal Civil Service. 
One other brother rose to be a vice-admiral in the Royal 
Navy. I could find out nothing about the first born. The 
fifth son became a vicar. The vicar and the first born did not 
have children. The admiral had three sons and three daugh- 
ters. Two of these were in the Company’s eftnploy: one in 
the military and one a civilian. Frederick Currie had a dis- 
tinguished career in India, rising to be Resident at Lahore 
and officiating member of the Supreme Council, and later, 
after retirement, a member of the Council of India from 
1858 until his death in 1875. He was married three times, 
each time to the daughter of an Indian civilian. His first wife 
was the daughter of J.P. Larkins of the Bengal Civil Service. 
By this wife he had four sons, two of whom went into the 
Company’s employ. By his second wife, the daughter of 
R.M. Bird of the Bengal Civil Service, he had one son who 
went into the civil service in India. By his third marriage, 
again to the daughter of a civil servant, he had three sons, 
one of whom went into the Company’ military service. 
Frederick had four daughters, one of whom married a man 
who became a colonel in the Indian army. One of his grand- 
daughters married an Indian civilian, another surgeon and 
another a military man. Similarly, A.P. Currie married a 
daughter of a Bengal civilian and their one son went into the 
civil service: 


The Chicheley-Plowdens 


The first Chicheley-Plowden to be connected with India 
was Henry Chicheley-Plowden (1754-1821). His father had 
been a parson in Hertfordshire and had married the daugh- 
ter of a parson. Henry was appointed to the Bengal Infantry 
in 1773 ‘and then transferred to the civil service. In 1772 
Henry’s sister, Harriet, had married Edward Wheler, one of 
the directors of the East India Company; this was the origin 
of her brother’s appointment.’? Richard, a brother of Henry, 
accompanied Wheler to Calcutta in 1777, when Wheler was 
made a member of the Supreme Council. For a period of 
ten years Richard held minor posts in Bengal. He was able 
to return to England with a small fortune of £ 33,000, most- 
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ly invested in East India Company stock. In 1830 he became 
a director of the East India Company and was able to put 
his sons, Richard, Trevor, George and William, and his 
nephew into the service of the Company in India. Another 
son, Charles, was given a post in the Indian Board. In time 
Richard was able also to provide places for grandsons in the 
civil service and for a great-nephew in the military service.” 

From the end of the eighteenth to the beginning of the 
twentieth century 176 Chicheley-Plowdens reached adult- 
hood. Of the 68 adult males, 39 served in India—13 in the 
Indian Army and 26 in civilian capacities in the Bengal and 
Indian civil service or as judges of the U.P and Punjab High 
Courts. Of the 48 women in the family traced during this 
time, 16 married Indian army officers or civilians. In addi- 
tion, 2 males of the family served on the India Board and 1 
was a merchant in Calcutta. Many of the Chicheley—Plow- 
dens married girls who were the daughters of Indian civi- 
lians or military officers.*! 


IV. THE TRAINING OF CIVIL SERVANTS 


Before 1801 there were no educational requirements for 
appointment other than the certificates mentioned above. 
Lord Wellesley, Governor-General of India from 1798- 
1805, set forth in a minute of August 1800, the reasons for 
establishing a college in Calcutta for the training of boys 
sent out to join the civil service. He said civil servants in 
India had complicated and diverse duties to perform; they 
could no longer be considered agents of a commercial com- 
pany; and they were ‘in fact the ministers and officers of a 
powerful sovereign’. He argued that their education should 
be founded on a general knowledge of literature and science 
such as the statesmen of Europe acquired. In addition, they 
needed instruction in the history, languages, customs and 
laws of the people of India, as well as in the regulations of 
government. >” 

Under Regulation 9 of 1800 the College at Fort William 
was established. In 1801 the first students were admitted. 
The college did not survive long as a liberal arts training 
college for writers; in 1806 it was pared down to a language 
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school by the Court of Directors. But sensitive to the prob- 
lem of training their servants, the Court of Directors, after 
an investigation, moved in 1804 to establish a college. In 
1806 the East India College, later known as Haileybury, was 
established. *° 

It was with the founding of Haileybury, I think, that a 
real change in structure and outlook began to come to the 
British in India, and in Benares. Boys were taken at the ages 
of fifteen to eighteen, spent three years together with a 
highly selected staff, and were trained for the service. A real 
in-group could be formed in this way, and since by and 
large the staff held their appointments for long periods of 
time, continuity from student generation to student genera- 
tion could be maintained. 

Although Oriental languages were taught, the curriculum 
was largely devoted to European subjects. Sir George 
Campbell, who attended the college from 1840 to 1842, de- 
scribed his training in the following terms: 


We were taught a little of the Oriental Languages which really 
was useful as a beginning. We learnt the Characters, both Sans- 
krit and Persian, and read one or two simple books in both lan- 
guages. .. . My principal subjects were political economy and 
Law, taught by two notable men, Jones and Empson. . . . Jones 
taught in a very sensible way. I was never a rigid disciple, but I 
do trace in my letters for the next two or three years little prig- 
gish economical statements which I would not venture upon in 
these days. Empson’s law was not the law of English Lawyers, 
but good first principles. He was a good deal of a Benthamite, 
and I came away from Haileybury with a very sound belief in 
the greatest happiness of the greatest number. ** 


William Empson, a professor of law at Haileybury from 
1824 to 1852, described for a parliamentary committee in 
1832 what he taught the young men at Haileybury. They 
were given a good dosage of the philosophical principles 
and theory of English law, and very little on the law as it 
was administered in India or for that matter law and proce- 
dure as it functioned in England at that time.” 

Two things are important about the civilian’s experience 
at Haileybury: he developed ties with his peers; and he was 
trained in a particular fashion and with particular viewpoints 
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which gave continuity to the peer groups. The goal seems 
to have been the development of the group of administra- 
tors distinguished for ‘judicial acumen, knowledge of horse 
flesh and piety’. 

We may therefore infer certain characteristics of British 
officials in India from the beginning of the nineteenth cen- 
tury until 1854, when the basis of selection of candidates 
was changed. New members of the civil service were re- 
cruited as young men. They came from similar class back- 
grounds and were often closely related. They were trained 
together. This was the group which set the style and values 
for most Englishmen in India. The young men left England 
while they were adolescents, with little knowledge of the 
workings of their own society in terms of the realities of the 
legal system, business, or the administrative system. They 
then underwent training in which the emphasis was 
apparently on theory rather than practice. 

The extreme view of the backwardness, dishonesty and 
corrupt character of Indians which emerged after 1830 and 
which Müller describes so well in his essay ‘On the Truth- 
fulness of Indians’, is partially a function of selection and 
training. The concept of society which the Britisher in India 
had was an idealized version of upper-middle-class British 
society at the time when he left England. He was then con- 
fronted with the realities of Indian society as a junior judge or 
as an assistant to a collector. He assumed that what he saw 
going on in his court or office represented the whole of Indian 
life, and not just a selected segment of it. When he compared 
this picture to his adolescent idealized view of England he 
came to the conclusion that India and Indians were sunk in a 
hopeless morass of corruption, dishonesty and vice. This atti- 
tude, which played such an important part in British life after 
the Mutiny, had its beginnings in the conditions of the early 
nineteenth century. 


V. BRITISH LIFE AND WORK IN BENARES 


Characteristically Europeans in India have always resided 
physically somewhat apart from Indians. In eighteenth-century 
Calcutta and Madras there were distinct ‘Blacktowns’ and 
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English settlements. When Europeans came to Benares and 
established an administration they developed a new suburb, 
Secrole, two miles from the city of Benares. Here they and 
Indian speculators built bungalows, law courts, the collec- 
tor’s office and, later, a church, a school, a public bath and 
other conveniences for themselves and their hangers-on. 
The reasons for the physical isolation of the English are ob- 
vious. Indian cities of the late eighteenth century were 
crowded, noisy and dirty. Land was expensive and the En- 
glish could not obtain large enough plots on which to build 
the sprawling bungalows which were the hallmarks of the 
British in India. A new area made it possible for a house to 
be built to receive air on all four sides—an important con- 
sideration in the Indian climate. Even though European 
cities of the late eighteenth century were far from clean and 
sanitary by today’s standards, Europeans perceived Indian 
cities as being worse in this respect than London or the pro- 
vincial cities. F. Wilford, who was employed as a surveyor 
by the East India Company in 1789 and 1790 to survey Be- 
nares, devoted most of his report to the problem of sewer- 
age and drains in Benares. His report is filled with such 
comments as “The Boollotum (a section of Benares) is a 
most shocking place for filth and nastiness’; “There is filthin- 
ess and an intolerable stench through the whole town.’ In 
talking about one of the principal tanks of Benares he re- 
marks: ‘It is the recepticale of all the drains and filth from 
the adjacent high grounds. To its banks crowds of people 
resort all day long on particular call and the stench occa- 
sioned by it is hardly to be described.’*” 

The British preoccupation with the drainage of Benares 
characterized their stay there until the twentieth century. 
James Prinsep, for a time secretary to the Local Improve- 
ment Committee, wryly commented in 1829 that while the 
wealthy Indians of Benares were busy embellishing Benares 
above ground, ‘Their conquerors were content to labour 
in humble brick underground.” The houses which the 
English built in Benares, and throughout much of north In- 
dia, resembled country seats of the English gentry adapted 
to Indian conditions.” The British tried manfully to create 
English country gardens around their homes. 
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In general, the British in Benares seem to have come ın con- 
tact with three groups in Indian society. First and foremost 
were their servants, of whom there was a bewildering array. 
Captain Thomas Williamson, whose East India Vade Mecum, 
published in London in 1810, was an unofficial handbook 
for civil and military employees of the Company, lists 
thiry-nine servants which a well ordered Anglo-Indian 
household should have. Of prime importance were the 
banian, or money agent, of the Englishman, and his munshi, 
or clerk-interpreter. In the eighteenth century the dubash or 
banian would come out to the ship to greet the new arrival. 
Munro has left a classic description of the situation: 


Dubashes came onto the ship and first spoke knowingly and 
familiarly to the ships Officers. In the meantime, others of 
them, with all the insinuation in the world were offering their 
services to the passengers on board. . . . They will exclaim that 
they require but little wages; nay rather than not be your 
dubash, will serve you for nothing; and if the master should at 
any time have occasion for a little money, the dubashes purse 
shall always be devoted to his convenience. Nothing could be 
better suited to the indigent circumstances of a military gentle- 
man than a servant of liberal disposition.*! 


In 1802, out of the sixteen students at the college at Fort 
William who had to give depositions as to their indebted- 
ness, all but four were in debt. Seven of them owed over 
two thousand rupees. In all probability these debts were 
owed to their dubashes or Indian bankers.*? The creditor's 
goal was to gain influence over the young English officer so 
that he could be appointed as his munshi or in.some other 
official capacity. He could then use his position to gather the 
large profits which accrued to such Indian officials. 

The second major group with which the British came in 
contact consisted of those Indians they saw as part of their 
work: either their Indian assistants; or the litigants in a court 
if they were in the judicial line; or petitioners, tax defaulters, 
or landholders if they were in the revenue line. 
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Throughout the early nineteenth century the actual daily 
running of the administration in Benares was in the hands of 
subordinates. Until 1833 most of the important subordin- 
ates appear to have been native-born Indians. After 1833, 
when an increase in salary was granted to uncovenanted 
civil servants, a number of East Indians (Eurasians) and 
Europeans entered the services, along with a number of 
Indians. Until the 1840s the Indian staff was of two types: 
those who were attached to the officers themselves and 
those who were attached to the district administration. It 
appears that when an officer moved from one district to 
another he often moved with five or six picked subordin- 
ates. They might have had a wide range in official titles— 
diwan (head officer), mutasaddi (clerk), or sarrishtadar (record 
keeper), but they were obviously the collector’s or judge’s 
men and were given posts in the district he moved to. In 
addition there is evidence in the records that many even 
highly placed subordinates served twenty years or more in 
the same district. An officer could trust his own officials to 
run the administration fairly efficiently and could keep the 
dishonesty of the district-based officials within bounds. The 
permanent staff in the district could be counted on to know 
the district: its particular land tenures, its leading men, its 
peculiarities of litigation and the other local details which 
were such an important part of administration. 

For the first thirty years of British rule in Benares the col- 
lector was a badly overburdened officer. The collector’s 
main function was the supervision of the collection of re- 
venue. In 1816 the question of the overload of work of the 
Collector of Benares was brought up officially. John Deane, 
a member of the Board of Revenue of Bihar and Benares, 
pointed out that the collector was responsible for an area 
that paid almost five million rupees of revenue and in which 
there were almost six thousand estates. In addition he was 
concerned with troop payment and with revision and study 
of cases in four separate courts. Deane commented that 
Hamilton, the Collector, worked at least ten hours a day 
and still had a large back-file of work.” R. M. Bird, who 
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carried out an investigation of the tenure system of Benares 
in 1832, commented that much of the problem in arrears of 
revenue sale of estates came from the fact that until the 
1820s the collector had little contact with the people. He had 
no time to investigate the causes of arrears of revenue be- 
cause of his heavy administrative load. The only thing the 
collector could do was to ask for more stringent means with 
which to coerce the taxpayers.** Even after the establish- 
ment of a separate collectorship for Ghazipur in 1817 Robert 
Barlow, the Collector of Ghazipur, complained about the 
heavy work load, which included payment of employees of 
the Opium Agency and the Stud Department, investigations 
of tenures, settlement of summary suits for arrears of re- 
venue, settlement of partition suits and control of the sale of 
liquor licenses.*° 

A great deal of the work which the collectors did was su- 
pervising the work of subordinates. The collectors did not 
have time to investigate the complaints, cases and requests 
for transfer and sale which made up the bulk of their work. 
Significantly, when after the beginning of the nineteenth 
century investigations of corruption on the district level 
were carried on against judges and collectors, it was usually 
found that the problem lay in the over-confidence which the 
official had in his subordinates. 

But the overburdening of the collector does not seem to 
have been officially recognized, especially on the revenue 
side. The collector was responsible for running the district 
almost single-handedly, except that he might have a young 
English assistant. The task was impossible. Because of the 
large amount of paper work he had, the collector was tied 
to his desk and could not get out and find anything out at 
first hand. After 1833, with the establishment of the post of 
Deputy Collector, which took some of the load off the col- 
lector, it was theoretically possible for the collector to tour 
and to get to know his district somewhat better. 

After 1833 the tendency seems to have been for deputies 
to be more permanent in their assignments to districts than 
collectors. In some respects this seems to have worked 
against the collector’s knowing his district at first hand. For 
example George Wyatt, a Eurasian Deputy Collector and 
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Magistrate, was posted in Benares from 1841 to 1853. He 
was called upon to handle many of the important cases or 
investigations that came up. In 1845 O’Manney, who was 
Acting Collector and Magistrate, reported Wyatt’s work in 
the following terms: 


From none of my subordinates have I derived more important 
assistance than from my Deputy Collector and Magistrate 
Mr. Wyatt, who has been indefatigable in the performance of 

- his duties. He has great experience with the natives and the 
country, visits the locale of the disputes and spares no pains or 
labour to attain the truth and afford satisfaction. © 


Wyatt’s knowledge of the district and the actual functioning 
of the administration is attested by a little book, Revelations 
of an Orderly, published in Benares in 1848, which is an ex- 
pose of the functioning of the courts and the collector’s 
office in Benares, written originally as a series for a local 
paper, the Benares Recorder. 

Judges appear to have known much less than collectors 
about their districts due to the nature of their work. James 
Cumming, of the Examiner’s Office at East India House, 
describes the work of the assistant judge as it was sometime 
after 1821: 


A young civilian appointed register to a zillah Court, the lowest 
judicial grade, is confined to the drudgery of expounding the 
regulations and settling the petty cases which arise among the 
traders, chiefly of the town in which the court is situated. He 
has the company of the judge and doctor of the station. He sees 
little other company and he has no free intercourse with the na- 
tives. He has in fact no responsibility; the peace and progress of 
the country do not depend on him, so long as he does not act 
contrary to the regulations he does not much trouble himself 
with what happens. . . . He sees no business in the original, he 
acts as translator to the judge, nothing comes to him fresh; Ev- 
erything is cooked up by pleaders, before it is brought to him, 
no person but the litigious inhabitants of the neighbouring 
bazaar comes willingly before him. . . . He has no communica- 
tion with the great body of people, nor with the ryots. He has 
no sympathy with them, he goes in the morning to the court 
house to carry on the court business agreebly to the seven folios 
of Regulations. He does not look much further. . . .He studies 
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them, and minds nothing else. . . .His mind gets contracted, 
too often completely’ sickened and disgusted against the natives, 
from the disputes, falsehoods, prevarications and crimes which 
are the only matters brought before him.*” 


The workloads of the judges in Benares province were not 
so heavy as that of the collector. Four judgeships were cre- 
ated when the districts came under full British administra- 
tion in 1795, and a superior court was created in Benares 
city. The Ghazipur judgeship was abolished in 1798 as the 
result of a dispute between Rider, the judge, and Routledge, 
the collector. It was recreated in 1817, by which time the 
collectorship was enhanced into two collectorships. By 1830 
four collectorships had been made out of the Benares pro- 
vince. 

George Wyatt classified judges into two types: those who 
decided everything completely on the basis of their own 
whims, and those who ‘hear only through the ears of their 
Omlah (native staff).’° Wyatt says the impartial judges 
made their decisions in court on the basis of counting flies 
on the punkah in the court-room—an even number being 
taken for a verdict of guilty and an odd number for a verdict 
of innocence.*? The capriciousness of British justice was not 
only a function of the inabilities of the judge but was a re- 
sult of the almost complete failure of the judicial system. 

In addition to their personal servants and their Indian sub- 
ordinates, the British had contact with Indians, usually de- 
scribed as ‘respectable gentlemen’, i.e. leading merchants of 
the town, local chiefs and rajas, and big landlords. With 
these men social relations were usually restricted to the most 
formal occasions—a durbar (audience), a celebration of a 
holiday or a festival, or a big party for an important visitor. 
The English tended to view the ‘respectable native’ with a 
mixture of contempt and curiosity. 

In the 1840s the British in Benares began to perceive the 
peasants of the region and began to develop a liking for 
them. Although there had been a land settlement carried out 
in 1788-90, it had not been based on any intensive study of 
local agricultural conditions. The settlement made between 
1838 and 1843 was based on considerable first-hand contact 
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with the cultivators and local landlords. Up until this time 
the landlords and the more substantial peasants, who were 
generally Rajput, had been viewed as a contumacious and 
stubborn group which had to be controlled and suppressed. 
When the younger British officers went out and spent a 
good portion of their working time in the field—touring, 
talking to the peasants, making maps, making assessments 
and settling petty local disputes—their attitudes changed. 
They began to see the rural population as straightforward, 
honest, hardworking, quaint and respectful. It is one of the 
great ironies of British rule in India that the British officers 
discovered the peasantry just at the time that an urban class 
was beginning to develop. The new urban class had much 
in common with the British officers, including a knowledge 
of English and some political and social values cherished by 
the English. In the Educational Minute of 1835 Macaulay 
expressed the English aim: ‘We must at present do our best 
to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the 
millions whom we govern: a class of persons, Indian in 
blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in mor- 
als, and in intellect.’>! The aim was to some extent realized, 
even in an up-country city like Benares, but the British 
were never comfortable with the class they had been in- 
strumental in creating and continued from this period on to 
admire and favour the peasants. 

The effects of settlement work cannot be overstressed. 
Englishmen typically came to it early in their careers. It set 
for them an image of India as a rural country peopled by 
vigorous and loyal peasants and the urban Indian became for 
them an oddity and a bore. 

J. B. Harrison has recently suggested that revenue work 
at the district level, because it required a ‘grouping for in- 
formation. . .and compelled attention to the history of the 
institutions which were found’, turned many Englishmen 
into historians.°? This is particularly true of those few 
who have written social and economic history—Moreland, 
Irvine, Lyall, Growse and Oldham. 

A few individual Englishmen were able to break out of 
the typical mould and came to know the Indians of 
Benares directly, apart from their official positions. The 
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most notable of these was James Prinsep (1799-1840). Prin- 
sep was the younger brother of H. T. Prinsep and the son 
of a retired Company military officer who had made a for- 
tune in the indigo business in India. Prinsep was trained as 
an architect but poor eyesight prevented him from con- 
tinuing in this work. His father decided that he could find 
work in the Assay Office in India. He received training in 
chemistry and was apprenticed at the Royal Mint. He ar- 
rived in Calcutta and became assistant to H. H. Wilson, the 
great Orientalist. In 1819 he was assigned as the assay mas- 
ter at Benares, where he stayed until 1830.°° 

Even twentieth-century Benares bears the results of 
Prinsep’s involvement with the city and its people. He was 
responsible for laying out the sewerage system, building 
one of the principal grain bazaars and preserving many im- 
portant monuments of the city, notably Aurangzeb’s mos- 
que. This work was part of his labour on behalf of the 
Committee on Local Improvement, established in 1923 and 
lasting until 1829.°* After the Committee was abolished, 
Prinsep commented that its importance had not been in its 
function in building and preserving but in that— 


The Committee was an institution distinct from author- 
ity. . . .a civil or municipal office intended to promote the wel- 
fare, improvement and cleanliness of their [i.e. Indian] town, 
accessible without form and without expense, and continually 
present among them to inspect advise, encourage or check 
whatever came within its province. . . 


Now that the Committee was abolished, Prinsep predicted 
that ‘Benares once more is to become unknown and unvi- 
sited by Europeans unless on an occasional visit of curios- 
ity. . . . Benares will sink into European oblivion, no one 
will wander daily through the town or mix ex-officially in 
its affairs.” Among other activities, Prinsep organized for 
the benefit of the Indian community plays of Shakespeare 
and other English playwrights, and provided synopses of 
the plays in Persian. 

The best indication of Prinsep’s high level of involvement 
with the Indian population and his knowledge of it is his 
census of Benares. Unlike other censuses of the time it was 
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based on a house count, carried out by Prinsep and his assis- 
tants, and also on interviews by Prinsep with the leaders of 
the various caste groups in the city.” In his Benares Illus- 
trated in a series of Drawings (Calcutta, 1833) Prinsep’s artistic 
skill and intimate knowledge of Benares life are combined. 
He knew some Indians well enough to be allowed to sketch 
the interiors of their homes. 

Prinsep’s activities in Benares are evidence that with in- 
terest and inclination English officials could break away 
from the usual pattern. Prinsep had some advantages, 
however. His post as assay master was different from that 
of a judge or collector in that he had a much longer posting, 
and was not so tied up with files, regulations and other civil 
servants. 

The significance of the work of the Committee on Local 
Improvement cannot be over-stressed. It was a structure 
which bridged the British and Indian communities and 
which brought some of the best of Indian society in contact 
with the British. It was not until the 1840s and 1850s that 
this type of situation arose again in Benares, with the begin- 
nings of mixed Indian and English Committees concerned 
with the promotion of learning in Benares. But too often 
the education groups were not neutral enough in their reli- 
gious positions to attract representative Indian leaders. 


VI. BRITISH-INDIAN RELATIONS 


In the period 1785 to 1850 there were major changes among 
the civilian officials of the East India Company. In this sum- 
mary of the relations between the British and the Indians it 
should be stressed that the relationships and attitudes were 
complex and that the dominance of one type of relationship 
or attitude did not preclude the presence of others. The 
connections can be briefly summarized as follows. From 
1785 to 1810 the British were closely involved with Indians. 
This is not to say that they respected, liked or understood 
Indians. But since the administration was in its initial phase, 
connections had to be closer than at later periods. The high 
point of this first phase of the relationship is discussed be- 
low in the Barton case. The first period is characterized by 
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corruption of some of the English officials and acceptance 
some of the Indian standards in the political behaviour of 
the time.°® At this period the English relied heavily on their 
Indian subordinates both for information and for carrying 
out administrative decisions. Roughly between 1810 and 
1840 involvement in Indian life dropped off rapidly. English 
officers, both revenue and judicial, were tied to their offices 
and files. Especially among judicial officers, there grew a 
view of Indians as thieves, liars and cheats. This view began 
to change by 1840 under the impact of the experiences of 
the British in doing settlement work. There began to de- 
velop an attitude of admiration for the peasant and disdain 
for the educated urban middle class Indian which was to 
characterize the British official attitude toward Indians until 
Independence. 


The Barton Case: An Example of Indo-British Co-operation 


In the spring of 1805 James Hawkins, third judge of the 
Benares Court of Appeal, wrote to the secretary of the judi- 
cial department in Calcutta that he had strong reason to be- 
lieve that James Barton, Collector of Benares, was involved 
in corrupt practices—that he was asking payment of fees for 
the right to succeed to zamindarships and for granting offi- 
cial positions to Indians and was requiring payment before 
he would honour government bills of exchange. 

Since 1795 the revenue administration of the five districts 
of the Benares province had been in charge of a collector. 
Under the collector were a group of Indian tahsildars (sub- 
ordinate revenue officials). At this time a tahsildar was a 
man who was appointed to collect the revenue in a particu- 
lar pargana (revenue Sub-division) for an eleven and a half 
per cent commission on his collections. The tahsildars had 
extensive police powers. From 1803 on it was apparent that 
the tahsildari system was not working in Benares. Even 
though many tahsildars were listed in the records of the col- 
lector, there were in fact three who controlled among them- 
selves about half of the collections made. With police power 
and control of the records on which the revenue collections 
were based, they could squeeze much more than was due 
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from the cultivators and local zamindars. And when the ne- 
cessity arose they could get the zamindars estates sold off 
for failure to pay revenue. The three who controlled most 
of the province were Sheo Lal Dube, Devikinundan Singh 
and Raja Oditnarayan Singh. Dube was a Brahman and the 
other two were Bhumihars. 

In 1805 the amil or tahsildar, Sheo Lal Dube, had gone to 
James Hawkins to complain that he was being squeezed by 
James Barton, the collector. Dube told Hawkins that he had 
already had to pay Barton Rs 116,000 as an enforced loan. 
The money had been given to Barton’s confidential clerk, 
Ram Parshad. Dube further reported to Hawkins that Bar- 
ton was now asking for Rs 30,000 more, which was to be 
Dube’s share of the money to be paid to Barton by the 
tahsildars for Barton’s efforts, thus far successful, to prevent 
the abolition of the tahsildari system in Benares. Hawkins 
advised Dube to sue Barton in the Company Courts. Dube 
did not want to do this because he did not think he would 
get justice in the courts.°*? 

Hawkins urged the government to make a full investiga- 
tion of Dube’s charges. He spoke to the Governor-General 
when he passed through Benares and wrote to the secretary 
of the judicial and revenue department. An investigation 
was authorized by the government but it took six months of 
wrangling over procedure and personnel before the com- 
mission which was deputed to investigate the changes final- 
ly began to work. The investigation lasted several months 
and it was not until the summer of 1806 that the commis- 
sion reported. 

The commission was sure that Barton was guilty of cor- 
ruption but they were not sure that the evidence on which 
they based this conclusion would stand up in a criminal pro- 
cedure in the Supreme Court in Calcutta. During the inves- 
tigation and for six years after, Barton was suspended. 
Eventually the Court of Directors ruled that Barton should 
be dismissed from service. He died soon afterwards. Over 
seven hundred pages of testimony and documents have been 
preserved in the East India Company’s records on the case. 
In these pages the structure of the relationships of Barton to 
a small group of Indians in Benares becomes clear. 
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Knowingly or unknowingly Barton was captured by ‘a 
small group who used his position and their relation to him 
to extort large sums of money from the zamindars and 
amils of Benares. No appointment, no matter how low, no 
succession to a zamindari, no bill of exchange through the 
Benares collectorship, no access to the collector, was 
allowed except by payment. Barton’s munshi, Basant Lal, 
had his complete confidence. He filtered people and papers 
to Barton and collected all the bribes. Sheo Lal Dube, 
Devikinundan Singh, and the Raja of Benares seem to have 
been the principal payers and gainers, particularly Deviki- 
nundan Singh. As one investigation put it: 


Basant Lal alone had communication with the parties that applied 
for patta (deeds), none of whom could get access to Mr. Barton. 
Basant Lal exercised this power in a most irregular and corrupt 
manner. He made his demands in the name of Mr. Barton with- 
out fear of detection or punishment. 

It does not appear to us probable that Mr. Barton, contrary to 
his evident duty and aware as he must have been of the risk of 
abuse of trust by native officers acting under him... would 
have delegated to Basant Lal the power so exercised by him, re- 
fusing all access to all persons applying for pottahs except 
through that official if he had not intended to sanction and facili- 
tate an abuse of authority.*! 


Barton seems to have abdicated all his power to a few 
Indians who were free to do much as they pleased. Since 
they were amils and had police and revenue power in their 
local areas, and since they controlled the collector, they 
could do as they wished with the small zamindars and the 
cultivators. : 

There were other Europeans in the Benares region at the 
time—the three provincial court judges and the district 
judges of Jaunpur, Benares city and Mirzapur. There is 
some evidence that they were involved as much as Barton. 
Dube also brought charges against John Deane, Judge of 
Jaunpur. Dube claimed that Deane had on several occasions 
asked him for money and had given him in return worthless 
property, such as a partially destroyed house, half of a boat 
and an old gun. Dube had given-him receipts for these 
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things and bills had been made to show that the money 
which Dube had given was payment for these items. 

In 1807 the tahsildari system in Benares was changed. The 
tahsildar became a regular employee of the company and 
lost his police power. The collection of revenue was put on 
a more regular basis and the era of British-Indian adminis- 
tration co-operation was over. Many Indians continued to 
profit illicitly from their connection with the British, but it 
was no longer a co-operative venture. 


VII. EUROPEANS NOT IN THE EMPLOY OF THE COMPANY 


Thus far this paper has been devoted to those who were 
civilian officers of the East India Company. But there was a 
much larger group numerically in Benares who can be 
lumped into the general category of ‘other Europeans’— 
merchants, planters, missionaries and adventures. Informa- 
tion about these men is harder to come by. Except for the 
missionaries there is no one body of source material on their 
lives which can be utilized. 

The earliest mention I have found of a resident European 
in Benares is a note on a diamond merchant in Benares in 
1773. Mr Motte, along with two officials at the court of the 
Raja of Benares, was the only European with the permission 
of both the Company and the Raja to reside in Benares. 
Warren Hastings urged the Raja of Benares to eject any 
other Europeans who might try to live in Benares.° 

In 1795 there were at least 45 Europeans other than offi- 
cials in Benares province. The list which exists in the India 
Office records for the period is inaccurate. Later lists and re- 
cords found in India indicate that there were many more 
Europeans living in India than are records on the 1795 list.™ 
In the register of Europeans kept in London for the period 
1804—1820, a total of 61 are listed as residing in Benares 
province in this period. Fifty were born in England and 
Scotland, 2 in Ireland, 1 in Aleppo, 1 in St Helena, 1 in Por- 
tugal, 2 in France and 1 in Prussia. There is no information 
on two of them. Thirty-four were engaged in the indigo 
business: 20 are described as merchants; 6 worked at the 


THE BRITISH IN BENARES 451 


Company’s stud farm in Ghazipur, and 1 was a confidential 
clerk to a British judge. 

It is difficult to learn anything about the social origins of 
the non-official community in Benares. On their certificates 
granting permission to reside in Benares province, several of 
them are noted as being former officers or enlisted men in 
the Company military service who took their discharge in 
India. The most important of the Europeans, Dr David 
Turnbull, had been a surgeon in the East India Company’s 
service. At the beginning of the nineteenth century he intro- 
duced the manufacture of lac dye and shell lac into Mirza- 
pur. He was also.responsible for the introduction of printing 
chintz. He built seven warehouses for storing and preparing 
cotton for shipment and carried on a large trade in indigo 
seed from Oudh. He had agents at all the markets of any 
importance north-west of Benares. The produce the agents 
purchased was brought to Mirzapur and shipped out from 
there. Turnbull’s extensive operations attracted other Euro- 
pean merchants as well as Indian merchants to Mirzapur. It 
was thus that Mirzapur became as important a centre as 
Benares, and for the cotton trade more important." In 1810 
or 1811 Turnbull established Turnbull Ganj, a mile and a 
half from Chunar, as a means of circumventing a five per 
cent town duty which was levied on the sale of goods at the 
older established bazaars at Chunar and Mirzapur for a few 
years. Turnbull’s personally founded bazaar was of great 
importance. 

By and large the commercial or farming activities of the 
Europeans were not on Turnbull’s scale. In fact one gets 
the impression that many of the Europeans of the early 
nineteenth century were engaged in illegitimate occupations. 
In 1800 the Raja of Benares, Odit Narain Singh, complai- 
ned to the judge of Benares that he was being blackmailed by 
a Mr Sherbourne who was acting as the agent of a trader. 
The trader, Haji Husain, claimed that Odit Narain’s father 
owed him Rs 970,000. The raja had received a letter from 
Sherbourne saying that he knew the raja would want to set- 
tle the matter out of court, since dragging the matter into 
court would lower his status, and implying that since he, 
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Sherbourne, was a European, he had influence in Company 
courts. The Governor-General’s opinion on the darkhast 
(petition) was relayed in a letter from the secretary of the 
judicial department. He ordered Sherbourne sent to Calcutta 
and told the judges to tell the raja “That no European would 
be allowed to interfere in any manner whatever in the judi- 
cial or other proceedings in which the Rajah may be a 
party.’©” 

Gilchrist & Company, the indigo contractors in Ghazi- 
pur, were accused of using false weights in defrauding the 
ryots of their just income.“ There was a source of friction 
possible between the indigo planters and the local ryots and 
zamindars over the question of cattle grazing on the grow- 
ing indigo. During the hot season indigo was often the only 
green fodder available.©’ The indigo planters were always 
pressing for stronger curbs on this offense. It is my impress- 
ion that they used threats of prosecution as a means of con- 
trolling their neighbours. 

In 1807 Muhammad Shufi sued Routledge, who had been 
Collector of Benares from 1795 to 1800, for illegal loss of 
his position as amil. In the investigation of the case it turned 
out that an indigo planter, a Mr Lawrence from Ghazipur, was 
the man who had really collected the taxes in the pargana 
and that Shufi was merely a blind. Routledge knew all about 
this. But he argued that Lawrence was in debt to an Indian 
banking firm, Babu Duarka Dass of Benares, whose agents 
were responsible for the physical collection of the revenue. 
Lawrence had to be maintained responsible to the bankers 
for the money; otherwise there would be a defaulting of 
payment into the treasury. Shufi, however, was dismissed. ”° 

On occasion the indigo planters found themselves being 
exploited by Indians. In 1823 Mr Momin, a French indigo 
planter, wanted to establish a factory in the private zamin- 
dari of the Raja of Benares. He was invited to do this by 
Dual Narain Singh, an official of the raja’s. When in 1826 
and 1827 W.W. Bird carried on an investigation of the raja’s 
management of his private zamindari, Dual Narain ex- 
plained to him that he had invited Momin in so that 
through him he could have an effective threat over the culti- 
vators of the area. Momin liberally distributed presents to 
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the raja and the raja’s officials, and the raja’s officials eyected 
cultivators so the indigo could be planted and the factory 
could be built. At the same time another of the raja’s offi- 
cials decided that he wanted an indigo factory in his area. 
He approached Momin, who again gave presents, and the 
factory was planned. Dual Narain did not like this at all. 
When he threatened to throw Momin out, Momin gave him 
more money. A short time later the raja himself appeared 
on the scene. Momin approached the raja with suitable pre- 
sents and the raja assured him that as much land as he 
needed would be turned over to him. But when the time 
came for the raja to turn over several villages to Momin for 
his indigo operations, he refused on the grounds that it 
was contrary to regulation 33 of 1795 which prohibited 
Europeans from holding land upcountry. Momin became 
incensed. He realized that the raja and his officials were 
extorting money from him and were using him as a threat 
over the cultivators to get higher rents from them. The 
raja’s officials were going to the cultivators and telling them 
that the raja could get much more in rent from the indigo 
planter than from them, and raising their rents. Momin then 
combined with some of the village leaders who were in 
opposition to the raja. He used the village leaders to super- 
vise his cultivation of indigo. An armed body. of men under 
Dual Narain stopped Momin from planting. Momin then 
approached the magistrate of Mirzapur, Patton, and asked 
him to intervene on his behalf. Patton issued a restraining 
order on both parties to prevent violence. Meanwhile he 
tried to pursuade the raja to let Momin cultivate. At this 
time Sir Frederick Hamilton was Collector of Benares. He 
sided with the raja. The negotiations with the raja on 
Momin’s behalf were carried on by Patton’s sarrishtadar. 
But the sarrishtadar only made things worse by making off 
with the raja’s favourite dancing girl. 

Patton supported Momin further by revoking some of the 
raja’s proclamations and by using the police to help Momin. 
The taxpayers and rent-payers in the raja’s zamindari used 
this as a pretext for non-payment of their rent and taxes. A 
full-scale investigation of the raja’s handling of the zamin- 
dari followed.”! 
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By the 1840s the activities of the Europeans in Benares 
had expanded greatly from their earlier preoccupation with 
indigo and trade. In Benares we find hotel-keepers, printers 
and missionaries, as well as general traders, bankers and in- 
digo planters. 

The first mission was established in Benares province at 
Chunar in 1807, but it lapsed a few years later.’ In 1816 the 
Baptist mission opened a centre in Benares city. The Re- 
verend William Smith held the post for forty years. In 1817 
Mr Corrie was posted by the Company as chaplain to 
Benares, and he carried on activities on behalf of the Church 
Mission Society. Church mission activities were furthered 
by the establishment of Jai Narain College as a Christian in- 
stitution in 1818. The London Mission Society established a 
mission in Benares city in 1820 under the Reverend M. T. 
Adam.” In the 1840s there were eleven missionaries in 
Benares city alone.’* Not only had the number of European 
missionaries greatly increased by this time, the whole offi- 
cial attitude towards missionaries had undergone a radical 
change. In the early nineteenth century the Company had 
done all it could to prevent mission activity; the stated 
Company policy was then one of complete tolerance of the 
Hindu and Muslim religions. By the 1840s, however, the 
Company’s officials themselves were heavily committed to 
mission work. ’° 

In 1848 the Committee of the Church Mission Society in 
Benares had both the collector and the commissioner as 
members.” After the Commissioner of Benares had agreed 
to give Rs 200 a month to the support of a Christian col- 
lege in Benares, Clement Cobb, a missionary for the 
Church Mission Society in Benares, commented in 1853: 


This is all in embryo, but look back to 1813 and see the con- 
trast. See natives in this heart of Hinduism, longing for Euro- 
pean knowledge, and the highest civil officer turning from the 
Government “godless” system and throwing himself heart, 
head and hand into a scheme for a great Christian institution.” 


In the 1840s British subjects began to take a more active part 
in the management of landed estates in the Benares region. 
Usually they functioned as agents and in a few cases as 
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zamindars. The most notable of these was James Barwise of 
Faridabad in Jaunpur district. Barwise came to India in 1821 
as an indigo planter. ”* Barwise became involved in the 
litigation and the management of the large zamindari held 
by the Raja of Raja Bazar. Through default on taxes and for 
payment of debt the zamindari was auctioned off in 1822. 
Four brothers had a share in the estate. One was heavily in 
debt to Pitamber Mukerji. Mukerji sued in the Company 
courts for payment on the debt. The case dragged along for 
eight years before Mukerji got a decree and an order for the 
sale of the estate. The sale was stayed on an action of the 
other three brothers. A settlement was made out of court 
but nothing was paid on it. Pitamber went to court again to 
get his original decree upheld. Although he was supported 
by the courts he could not get the decree carried out. In de- 
spair he sold his interest in the decree to James Barwise in 
1843. His idea was that a European might succeed in getting 
an execution of the decree.’? Barwise succeeded in getting 
the decree executed and was in actual possession of the 
estate for period of two years.®° But through these two 
years he faced the active opposition of the old owners, who 
falsified their books, encouraged the cultivators to stop pay- 
ment of their rent and revenue, and generally harassed 
Barwise. In 1844 Barwise was murdered. The incumbent raja 
was tried for murder but he was released. The civil litiga- 
tion between Barwise’s estate and the raja’s family went on 
until 1863, when the case went to the Privy Council.®! 

Evidently a number of other Europeans were involved in 
ownership and management of estates in Benares Province 
at this time.®” 

In the case of Mr. Momin and the Raja of Benares it is 
obvious that Momin had some direct contact and some sort 
of working arrangement with Patton, the magistrate. 
Otherwise Patton would not have acted as he did on 
Momin’s behalf. Similarly there was a belief that Europeans 
had an advantage over Indians in court. Sherbourne tried to 
convince the Raja of Benares of this. And Barwise suc- 
ceeded in getting the decree executed where Pitamber 
Mukerji did not. These examples indicate that European 
non-officials had some access to and influence with officials. 
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Travellers who spent time in Benares in the early 
nineteenth century—Lord Valentia, Bishop Heber, Emma 
Roberts, the Edens, and Jaquement—do not mention meet- 
ing non-officials at the various parties and receptions held 
for them. Evidently they spent their time with officials since 
they did not report on merchants, indigo planters and other 
non-officials in Benares. In the late 1840s, when some of the 
officers of Benares were building a swimming bath, it is sig- 
nificant that the list of subscribers did not include any non- 
officials. ®° 

William Huggins, an indigo planter in Tirhut district in 
Bihar, has left a good picture of the life of a planter in the 
early nineteenth century. Like the officials the planters were 
addicted to field sports. They lived separated from one 
another. If they went hunting together or on any sort of 
occasion they had great drinking bouts. By and large the 
planter lived surrounded by Indians. So far as his business 
was concerned he was in the hands of his favourite clerk. 
The favourite clerk ‘must be a clever man of business, he 
writes all the Persian letters for his master, informs him on 
all points of custom and advises him how to act, in short 
this person is usually the real manager’ .®* He goes on to tell 
us that ‘Indigo Planters generally neglect the hymeneal knot 
and find it either more agreeable, or more convenient to 
keep native mistresses, who have been all prostitutes’ .®° 

The planters considered themselves superior to merchants 
and shopkeepers. The consummation of their ambition was 
to get admitted into the society of civil servants.*© 

Judging from Huggins’ remarks it appears that planters 
were among the few Europeans who became indianized to 
any great extent. This suggestion is supported by what little 
information I could glean from older residents of a village in 
Jaunpur district where I did field work in 1952-3. Older 
male residents spoke frequently about a man called Christie 
Sahib, an indigo planter and manufacturer who had lived 
four or five miles from the village on the outskirts of the 
local bazaar. The name used for him is a corruption of 
Christian Sahib and refers to his religion. Christie Sahib 
must have lived at least fifty years ago, since those who had 
seen him are now men in their seventies. The Rajputs of the 
village liked him because he was tougher and shrewder than 
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they were. The village landlords occasionally borrowed 
money from him, putting up the land of their permanent 
tenants as security. This was land which could not legally be 
taken from the tenant. But Christie Sahib evidently could 
take over such Jand if his debtors failed to pay their debts. 
Christie Sahib was a great hunter; some of the older men re- 
counted with evident delight tales of duck hunting with 
Christie Sahib. According to village talk the planter had two 
Indian mistresses, one a Pasi (pigherder), and one a Chamar 
(skinner and tanner). He had a large family by these 
women. Several of his children became successful lawyers. 
My impression was that Christie Sahib lived a semi-regal 
life, much in the style of some of the early Europeans who 
took over the trappings of the Mughal way of life. 

I believe that non-official Europeans in the moffusil (up- 
country) areas had much more contact with Indians than the 
officials had in those areas. Though their business activities 
were often illegal they accepted the Indian way of doing 
business. It was different in the great metropolitan centres 
of Madras, Calcutta and Bombay, where there were large 
communities of non-official Europeans. In the metropolitan 
centres they often were more isolated than the officials. In 
the post-Mutiny period the non-officials were the most 
virulent spokesmen of European superiority; what liberal- 
ism there was in the European community was found 
among officials and missionaries. 


CONCLUSION 


During the period from their establishment in Benares at the 
end of the eighteenth century to the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the British established a colonial society. 
Except for restricted contact with the Indian population— 
with their servants, their Indian subordinates and a few ‘re- 
spectable natives’—they had little contact with the Indian 
population outside their work. Those British in the judicial 
line had little perception of Indians other than litigants. The 
British in the revenue line viewed Indians as peasants. Mis- 
sionaries, traders and planters had more extensive contacts 
with the Indian population. 

Officials made up the dominant class in the British colonial 
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society. The officials were closely interrelated by blood, 
marriage and social background. The closeness of their 
interrelations was reinforced by their common training at 
Haileybury, which provided them with a common set of 
values and an interpersonal network in India. There was 
little direct contact with the home country except through 
mail. The officials were recruited at an early age and went 
to India with an idealized adolescent view of their own 
society and culture. This adolescent view tended to become 
fossilized in India. It was to this idealized culture that British 
officials compared those segments of Indian culture with 
which they came in contact. This comparison heightened 
the official’s sense of ‘moral exile’ and contributed to the 
separation of the British from the Indians. 
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From Indian Status to British 
-Contract* 


One of the first problems confronting a colonial power 
after establishing de facto or de jure sovereignty over a new 
territory is to set up procedures for settling disputes arising 
within the dominated society, and to establish a whole, range 
of rights in relation to property and obligations of individuals 
and groups to one another and to the state. 

We in the middle of the twentieth century tend to forget 
that the British of the middle of the eighteenth century had 
little experience to draw on in solving the problems of legal 
administration with which they were faced in India. A 
private trading company ruled the Indian territories: its 
motive was profit; even rudimentary supervision of the East 
India Company by parliament did not begin until 1773. Vast 
ignorance about the actual nature of Indian society, indigen- 
ous law, economics and political structure characterized 
most of those in London and in India who made the decisions 
which shaped .the ultimate nature of British rule in India. 
Those who did have the knowledge, such as Warren 
Hastings, often could not implement their ideas as immediate 
political and financial considerations dictated their policy 


* I wish to express appreciation to the Humanities Division of the 
Rockefeller Foundation and to the Committee on South Asian Studies of 
the University of Chicago for supporting the research on which this essay 
is based. The writing of the essay was facilitated by a summer grant from 
the College of Arts and Sciences, University of Rochester. It was first 
published in the Journal of Economic History, December 1961. 
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decisions. The motives of the policy-makers—Clive, Hast- 
ings, Dundas, the owners of the East India Company, the 
rulers of the Indian states and the men who carried out the 
policies in a political situation which was rapidly changing— 
were mixed. Few in the eighteenth century fully grasped the 
fact that an empire was being established. 

Lord Cornwallis, Governor-General from 1785 to 1793, 
more than anyone, ended the vacillation and experimentation 
of the first phase of British government in India, 1765-1785. 
By 1793 the following policies had been established in 
relation to legal and revenue administration. ' 


1. In every district of British-controlled India, courts were to be 
established to administer the law and maintain order. 

2. Basically the law to be administered was in personal matters, 
Hindu law for Hindus and Muslim law for Muslims; in 
revenue matters the law was to be that of the regulations of 
the British based upon their understanding of existing 
revenue usage; for criminal matters, the law was to be 
pre-existing Muslim law. Where there was no law, the judge 
was to rule on the basis of ‘equity and justice.’ 

3. The procedure in court was to be roughly based on existing 
procedure in British courts. 

4. The judges of the district courts were to be covenanted 
(British) civil servants; for courts below the district level 
Indians could be recruited. The district court judges were to 
be assisted in the interpretation of Hindu and Muslim law and 
in usage by Hindu and Muslim law officers (pandits and 
maulavis). 

5. A legal profession was to be established. 

6. Land revenue was to be permanently fixed; individuals and, in 
some instances, corporate groups were to be recognized as 
owners of the land. The owners of the land were responsible 
for the full and prompt payment of the revenues. 

7. Revenue and judicial functions in the administration were to 
be separate. 

8. Questions of ownership and rights in land were to be settled 
in the civil courts. 

9. Courts of appeal from decisions of the district courts were to 
be established. 


Each one of these policies was based on assumptions about 
Indian society and social processes in India. In every case the 
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policies had effects which were unanticipated. 

In the late eighteenth century in India there was not one 
system of law or one political system, but multiple systems 
of each which differed from place to place, from group to 
group, and from situation to situation. The British assumed 
that there was a ‘Hindu Law’ which could be applied in 
matters of personal law to all Hindus.? It was not perceived 
until too late that Hindu law was a changing body of law. It 
was not a fixed, written code, but it was commentators’ 
interpretations of a prolix and ever changing living law. 
Hindu law, the dharmashastra, was not like English case law in 
which precedent and a doctrine of stare decisis operated. The 
pandit could interpret the law almost de novo in each instance, 
taking into consideration the changing conditions of the 
times.’ 

The British were aware that their predecessors the 
Mughals had, at least on paper, a fully developed court 
system, in which criminal law was based on the Koran, and 
revenue law on edicts customary arrangements developed 
over the years in which India had Islamic rulers. Within the 
Mughal legal system accommodation was made to Hindu 
law and customary law. This Mughal system, in theory, 
provided regularity in procedure from the emperor’s court 
down to the smallest revenue sub-division, the pargana.* In 
the late eighteenth century this system of courts existed only 
on paper. In the Banaras region, from which I will draw my 
examples, the Mughal legal system appears to have been 
completely corrupt, with litigants buying decisions rendered 
by the kotwal (city magistrate) and judicial posts looked upon 
as forms of private income for political favourites of the 
rulers. The jurisdiction of these courts did not extend beyond 
the particular cities they were in.” Both in the cities and in the 
rural areas there was a wide range of dispute-settling devices. 
These devices rested on three principles: supernatural in- 
tervention, the naked use of force and the rhetoric of 
compromise. 

Many boundary disputes between equals were settled by 
the conditional oath, a typical one being to swear on the head 
of a child, or by trial by ordeal. Often people sought redress 
by performing dharna or hiring a Brahman to do so. Dharna 
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consisted of sitting and fasting at the door of one’s adversary 
to force settlement of a dispute. If the person fasting died, the 
curse of the death fell on the person against whom the act of 
sitting dharna was directed. A variation was koor or kaor, in 
which a funeral pyre was erected and a cow or old Brahman 
woman placed on it; if in a dispute those prepared to light the 
pyre did so, causing the death of the cow or woman, the 
curse would fall on the opposite party. More simply 
Brahmans would threaten to take poison, cut open their 
stomachs, or dash out their children’s brains if they did not 
get their way in a dispute.’ 

These more spectacular aspects of dispute settlement were 
infrequent compared to the outright use of force. The 
political system of the eighteenth century in upper India was 
a series of interlocking counterbalancing groups, none of 
which had a monopoly of authority or power. Within the 
Banaras region itself there were three distinct levels and loci 
of power and authority. The Nawab of Oudh, who was 
nominally the political overlord of the region from 1720 to 
1775, derived his authority from the Mughal emperor in 
Delhi, ruled through his officials from 1720 to 1740, and 
through his partially independent subordinate, the Raja of 
Banaras from 1740 to 1775. The Raja of Banaras in turn had 
to control, extract revenue or tribute, and on occasion get 
military help from a large number of localized lineages, petty 
chiefs, and jagirdars (holders of revenue-free lands from the 
Nawab of Oudh or the Emperor of Delhi). Feuds within 
lineages, warfare between lineages, or warfare between 
lineages and the Raja of Banaras, were frequent. Disputes 
were often settled by the direct use of force.2 One of the 
functions of political dominance—the ability to use physical 
force, whether legitimate or not—was to impose settlement 
in disputes. In contemporary Indian villages the ‘dominant 
caste’ in the village continues to settle disputes of those 
individuals, families, and groups subordinate to it.? At those 
times in eighteenth-century Banaras when the raja was 
strong enough to dominate the local political powers, his tax 
officials acted as arbiters for disputes in the rural areas. The 
warfare, feuding, and open fighting of the period were over 
land and questions of honour; a wide range of disputes were 
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settled by other means, which can be grouped under the term 
settlement by panchayat, A panchayat is usually thought of as 
a court or council for arbitration of disputes and for the 
governing of castes and other local groups. I would suggest 
here that a panchayat should not be thought of as a specific 
body of persons, formally or informally selected, but rather 
as a process of dispute settlement. Social relations in Indian 
society in the eighteenth century were what Max Gluckman 
terms ‘multiplex relationships’, by which he means: “The 
structure of relationships in which a person tends to occupy 
the same position relative to the same set of other persons in 
all networks of purposive ties—economic, political, procrea- 
tive, religious, educational.’! 

In a society with multiplex relationships ties cannot be 
served summarily as people must continue to live together. 
Panchayats as a process were suited to maintaining at least the 
rhetoric of compromise in disputes within the local social 
system. The panchayats were not usually formal judicial 
proceedings, but rather extended discussions. The Panchayat 
does not consist only of the panchs (judges or arbitrators) and 
the parties to the dispute, but of all who are interested. 
Colebrooke, an early scholar of Hindu law, in his discussion 
of Hindu courts as found in Sanskrit literature, comments 
that even the king’s courts had an ‘audience or bystanders 
comprehending qualified persons, anyone of whom may 
interpose in the capacity of an amicus curiae.’'! The effort in a 
panchayat was to find a solution which would not sever ties 
but maintain them; this was done through long talks and 
informal pressures on the contending parties. Often what 
went on in private talks away from the actual discussions 
themselves formed the basis of the compromise, and the 
panchayat itself was merely the sounding board and public 
arena for venting feelings of injustice. Jonathan Duncan, 
British Resident in Banaras (1787-95), rightly perceived the 
nature of the panchayat process and the problems which 
British forms of procedure would cause. 


In this country the inhabitants have been so long habituated to 
settle all causes by arbitration and to terminate all disputes by 
what they call the mutual satisfaction of both parties; that I am 
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persuaded our more decisive and what they would think abrupt 
mode of administering justice and executing decisions so passed 
merely upon the proofs exhibited within a certain and fixed time, 
perhaps by only one of the parties, would not suit the way of 
thinking of a majority of inhabitants of Banaras. '? 


In some parts of India and certain types of disputes the 
panchayat process was more regularized. For example, in 
some cities of western India disputes in commercial and 
personal law were heard by the mahajan or town council, the 
head of which, the nagar seth, had judicial functions.'? In 
Maharashtra each market place had its governing body to 
settle commercial disputes.’ In some areas with powerful 
rajas, the raja served as an appeal court and enforcer of 
judgements of panchayats if they were challenged.'* 

The bulk of litigation which was found in the British 
courts in India concerned questions of land and land revenue. 
An understanding of the nature of landed property, the social 
relationships involved in property, and the connections 
between ‘ownership’ of land and the state are necessary to 
understand the effects of legal change upon Indian society. It 
is impossible to speak of land-tenure systems in the abstract 
in India; they differ from region to region, reflecting 
pre-Islamic customs, Hindu legal conceptions, Indo-Islamic 
law and administrative practices, and particularly the region- 
al histories of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As 
with ideas of Hindu law, the British overgeneralized on what 
they knew and assumed uniformities where none existed. In 
British conceptions of land tenure in India one can see one of 
the few principles of Indo-British history clearly in action. 
The administrative frontier in India was a moving one for 
almost a hundred years. The British always applied in their 
newer territories the principles which they had most recently 
developed in their older territories. The administration of 
Banaras was based on twenty years of experience in Bengal; 
that of the Punjab owed most to work in the old North-West 
provinces (now Uttar Pradesh); and that of Bombay drew on 
experiences in Madras. Often, as in the case of Banaras, this 
was disastrous, as social and historic circumstances were 
markedly different from region to region. 

For present purpose I will discuss land tenure only in the 
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Banaras region, the area today encompassing the eastern 
end of Uttar Pradesh. Before British rule it is more fitting 
to speak about control of the land and shares in the produce 
of the land rather than ownership in our sense of the 
word. 

The bulk of the land in Banaras was controlled by Rajput, 
Bhumihar and Brahman lineages. These lineages were 
descendants of individual conquerors, or of recipients of 
royal grants or grants for support of religious activities. 
These conquests and/or grants of control of the land reached 
back to the sixteenth century. By the end of the eighteenth 
century the lineages, no matter what their origin, were large, 
corporate bodies, often upwards of a thousand or more 
families, all recognizing agnatic ties to one another. In some 
cases all lived in a strategically located fortified town or fort 
within their territories; in others, particularly by the end of 
the eighteenth century, they were scattered among the 
villages within their territories. In very few cases did they 
actually till the soil, but rather they were managers over- 
seeing lower-caste tenants, sharecroppers serfs and slaves. 
The corporate lineages realized from the land a share of the 
produce, part of which they kept for their own use and part 
of which was extracted from them by superordinate political 
powers. Part of the produce remained with the actual 
cultivators of the soil. By the end of the eighteenth century 
still another interest or group had insinuated itself into the 
situation. These were men who agreed with the superordin- 
ate political power, the Raja of Banaras, to pay a fixed 
amount of tax each year to the raja’s treasury. They in turn 
extracted what they could, on the basis of tradition and what 
force they had at their disposal, from the lineages or in a few 
instances from local chiefs and in even fewer instances 
directly from the cultivators. Tax farming was a risky but 
occasionally highly lucrative business. The tax farmer before 
the British days, however, had little interest in controlling 
the land itself, as collection of taxes directly from the 
cultivator was too troublesome a venture. The tax farmer 
needed the corporate lineages to collect the revenue and had 
to be strong enough to overawe them, if need be; yet he 
could not so weaken their power that they would be prey to 
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their neighbouring lineage or unable to enforce their claims 
on the cultivators. 

The system was one of balanced oppositions, each element 
in competition with the other, each dependent on the other, 
cultivator, corporate lineage, tax farmer, and raja. The raja in 
turn owed an annual financial obligation to his superior, the 
Nawab of Oudh, and later.the East India Company. 

British intentions in regard to landed rights in Banaras are 
set forth at length in a letter from the Governor-General to 
Jonathan Duncan, Resident in Banaras in 1794.'° The land 
revenue due from the land was to be settled in perpetuity. 
This was to encourage improvement of the land and to see 
that profit from improvements went to the landlord and 
cultivator. The fixed revenue would free the landlord from 
the annual harassment of negotiating with tax officials on the 
amount of revenue due. Throughout the letter it was stressed 
that the system was designed ‘to protect private rights’ and to 
make ‘property secure’. The rights being granted to those 
who engaged with the government to pay | the revenue were 
declared hereditary and also transferable." 

The recipients of this boon in Banaras were to be the 
village zamindars. What evidently was meant by this term 
were some members of the corporate lineages treated as 
individual proprietors. The Governor-General recognized 
that if there were many sharers in the property of the 
corporate whole, ‘it might be advisable in such instances to 
require the sharers to appoint a manager.” 

In 1795 approximately 5000 separate ‘estates’ were created 
by the implementation of the Governor-General’s orders. 
Duncan believed that two thirds of the area of Banaras was 
settled with village zamindars. One fourth was let on lease to 
revenue farmers as no village zamindar was willing or able to 
engage for the revenue. On one twelfth of the land the 
government had to collect directly from the cultivators.’ 
Rights to the land were granted to those who had engaged to 
pay the revenue in 1789 and 1790, when Duncan and his 
assistants settled the land revenue on behalf of the Raja of 
Banaras. In those years, on the basis of what local records 
survived from the middle of the eighteenth century, local 
knowledge, and documents—such as revenue receipts— 
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which those concerned were able to produce, some indi- 
viduals and some corporate bodies engaged for the 
revenues.” The settlements made in those years did not 
involve a description of rights of ‘tenants and co-sharers’, a 
measurement of fields or a settlement of boundaries between 
estates. The assessment of land revenue was based on an 
average of previous years’ payments. Duncan thought of his 
settlement of 1789-90 as a temporary one to stabilize a 
chaotic situation, but it was this settlement which was 
declared permanent. Duncan established a court to hear 
claims for the right to pay revenue, revision of assessment, 
and to hear other disputes concerning land questions. 
Duncan collected land revenue.through local officials called 
amils. The amils, later termed tahsildars, could not themselves 
get any profit by taking over responsibility for paying 
revenue; and it was to their advantage to see that the revenue 
was fully and promptly paid as the salary paid them was a 
percentage of the revenue realized. The coercion which could 
be brought to bear for failure to pay revenue was imprison- 
ment of defaulters and direct collection by the tax officials. 
In 1795 the regulations which comprised the Cornwallis 
system of land and judicial administration were extended to 
Banaras. Duncan’s settlement was declared permanent; those 
who had engaged as revenue payers, other than those who 
had leases, were made the zamindars. The revenue, as hastily 
and temporarily settled by Duncan, was declared permanent. 
Ownership rights in the land were sold for failure of prompt 
payment of revenue. All disputes regarding sharing of 
income or revenue dues among members of a lineage— 
boundaries, inheritance, the myriad of problems that could 
arise regarding the land—had to be settled in the four newly 
established civil courts in the Banaras region. Literally with a 
stroke of the pen new rights were established. Land for the 
first time became a commodity to be bought and sold in a 
market. The East India Company was strong enough 
militarily, and its administration by and large sufficiently 
trained and honest, to demand and collect prompt and full 
payment of the revenue. The British were able, as the Raja of 
Banaras, the Nawab of Oudh, and the Mughal emperor had 
not been, to eliminate all internal military force and to 
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enforce the ruling of their courts and administrators. By 
permanently settling the revenue, value in land was made 
differential, extrinsic of what was actually produced on the 
land. Some ‘estates’ were under-assessed, either through the 
fact that much land was in waste but could be easily 
cultivated, or because the records on which the revenue 
estimates were based were faulty or fraudulent. By the end of 
the eighteenth century there were high prices and a growing 
demand for certain cash crops such as sugarcane, opium and 
indigo. Lands which produced cash crops continued to 
become more valuable. Some estates were over-assessed and 
became, relatively speaking, valueless. The under-assessed 
estates represented sure returns for money invested. Through 
forced sales for delinquency in taxes land was brought into 
the market. The lesser civil servants, particularly the tahsil- 
dars, had the information about under-assessed estates; they 
also had the power, as they controlled the records, to see that 
the owners of the valuable lands did not pay their revenue. 
Estates were quickly brought to sale and auctioned off. The 
buyers were officials, merchants and bankers.”! Redress of 
the working of the sale law and other litigation was left to the 
newly established courts. 

Under the regulations of 1793 it was assumed that 
stabilizing landed relations, providing security for property, 
making peoples’ rights explicit through the publication of the 
laws and providing an impartial judge making decisions on 
the basis of evidence and arguments in open court the 
happiness and security of the Indian population would be 
secured. In fact this did not occur. Charles Metcalf, in 1815, 
expressed a view which was held by many English: ‘Our 
Courts of Justice are generally spoken [of] with disgust, with 
ridicule, or with fear. . . . They [the Indians] abuse the latter 
[the courts] as scenes of injustice and corruption where 
nothing is obtained but by bribery.’ Percival Spear, a 
contemporary historian of nineteenth-century India, says: 
‘The courts were to the public a great penny in the slot 
machine whose working passed man’s understanding and 
from which anything might come except justice.” 

. The home government and parliament, as well as officers 
on the scene, were aware of the failure of the judicial system. 
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Huge backlogs of cases, the high cost of litigation, the 
oppression of cultivators by those able to manipulate the. 
technicalities of the legal system and the high incidence of 
perjury and forgery in the courts were all signs of the failure. 
It was blamed on the immorality of the Indians and the 
corruption of lower court officials. Some found that the 
failure lay in the procedure in the court, the training and 
ability of the British judges and the Indian lawyers. 

British civil servants in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries were generalists. In their careers they 
acted as judges, revenue officers and political officers, as well 
as.in other administrative ‘posts. Gradually different career 
patterns emerged with some specialization in judicial mat- 
ters. James Cummings, of the Examiner’s Office at East 
India House, drew in 1821 a depressing picture of the work 
and outlook of the young civilian as he started in the judicial 
branch of the civil service. 


A young civilian appointed Register to a Zillah Court, the 
lowest judicial grade, is confined to the drudgery of expounding 
the regulations and settling the petty cases which arise among the 
traders, chiefly of the town in which the Court is 
situated . . . He has no communication with the great body of 
people nor with the ryots, he has no sympathy with them, he 
goes in the morning to the courthouse to carry on the court 
business agreeably to the seven folios of Regulations. He does 
not look much further. . . . He studies them and minds nothing 
else. . . . His mind gets contracted, too often completely sick- 
ened and disgusted against the natives, from the disputes, 
falsehoods, prevarications and crimes which are the only matters 
brought before him.** 


Some of the judges themselves appeared to be aware that 
their lack of knowledge of Indian society and culture 
prevented them from being able to decide on probability, 
truth and falsity of facts in cases before them.” In his training 
at Haileybury, the East India Company’s training school, and 
the college at Fort William, there was little legal training 
which equipped the young Englishman for his job in India. 
By 1832 the civilian received in his two or three years at 
Haileybury seventy to eighty hours of instruction in law. 
William Empson, Professor of Law at Haileybury from 1824 
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to 1852 and a noted scholar and writer of his day, stated that 
his object in the limited time at his disposal for legal training 
was to: ‘Give every student an opportunity of obtaining just 
principles and an elemental knowledge of the limits between 
morals and law.’?° 

The nature of legal training in the 1820s at the college at 
Fort William can be seen in E. A. Reade’s notebooks.” 
Evidently considerable work was given on the theory of 
evidence, but at least as appears in Reade’s notebooks this 
theory was not applied to the peculiar circumstances of 
deciding on evidence in Indian courts. 

How did district court judges make decisions? In deciding 
a particular case the district judge was faced with a series of 
problems; he had to decide what was the legal issue in 
dispute, what law or laws applied, how the law was to be 
interpreted in the particular instance, and what validity could 
be attached to the evidence presented before him. The 
regulations of 1793, as extended to Banaras in 1795, provided 
for a regular procedure for the bringing and hearing of civil 
suits. The plaintiff hired a vakil (lawyer), the vakil wrote the 
complaint in Persian, citing under what regulation or body of 
laws the suit was being brought, the plaintiff cited the 
evidence either in the form of documents or witnesses, paid 
the proper fees for stamped paper, and observed all the forms 
necessary to bring a complaint. The complaint could then be 
filed with the court in question. The defendant in turn hired a 
vakil to write out his defense. This would be followed by 
written counter-arguments by the plaintiff and the defense’s 
counter-argument. On the day of the trial witnesses would 
be examined by the lower court officials who would translate 
the vernacular testimony of the witnesses into Persian for the 
judge. The judge in turn would have these documents read to 
him by a court official. He would render his decision on the 
basis of his understanding of the legal points involved and his 
weighing of the evidence. It is my strong impression after 
reading many decisions of both civil and revenue judges in 
cases heard in the Banaras region between 1795 and 1850 that 
the district judges overwhelmingly based their decisions on 
what official documents were brought forth in the cases. 
Testimony was usually completely discounted as invariably 
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being perjured. Decisions often turned on fulfilment of 
technicalities of pleading and procedure in the courts. 
Occasionally judges complained that they couldn’t put any 
confidence even in the documents, official or otherwise, as 
they were as susceptible to falsification as witnesses were to 
perjure themselves. A.C. Heyland, judge in Ghazipur 
district, found in 1839 in case after case evidence of erasures, 
purposeful misspellings, alteration of signatures, and the 
changing of dates on documents. He wrote: “The disgraceful 
falsification of public records . . . is so great an evil as [to] 
most materially affect the security of real property in this 
district.” 

In some instances it was recognized that normal court pro- 
cedures failed to achieve justice, particularly where powerful 
individuals controlled large territories and could produce 
documents at will. In Banaras an example of the falsification 
of records can be clearly seen in the reports by George Barlow 
and W. W. Bird, deputed respectively to Jaunpur and Mirza- 
pur districts to investigate abuses of the Raja of Jaunpur and 
the Raja of Banaras.” 

W. H. Macnaughten, for many years Registrar of the Sadr 
Diwani Adalat, the highest appeal court in the Bengal presi- 
dency, and author of a standard work on Hindu law, com- 
plained in preparation for writing his study on Hindu.law 
that after examining ‘opinions that have been delivered in ev- 
ery court of judicature subordinate to the Presidency of Ben- 
gal from the year 1811 up to the present day’ (1828) he found 
that ‘at least nine-tenths of the opinions were ascertained on 
examination to be erroneous, doubtful, unsupported by 
proof or otherwise unfit for publication.’ 

Terminology and precise definition of English, vernacular, 
and Persian words added to the complications of court pro- 
ceedings. For example, in revenue disputes for many years 
the translation of distinctive ‘native terms’ for types of land 
holdings were subsumed under one English term, ‘estate’, 
which masked the exact nature of the property and rela- 
tionships involved in the dispute.*? Even questions about the 
accuracy of identification of individuals, i.e. whether the 
people in the courtroom were who they actually said they 
were, could arise.?? 
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The higher courts and even the Privy Council in England 
constantly complained of the irregularities and loose pro- 
ceedings of the district courts. George Wyatt, a deputy col- 
lector in Banaras (1839-52), may not have been completely 
joking when he said that an impartial judge in India made his 
decisions in court on the basis of counting flies on the punkah 
(fan) in his courtroom—an even number being taken for a 
verdict of guilty and an odd number for a verdict of 
innocent.*? 

The British judges struggled with inadequate training, lack 
of knowledge and/or sympathy with Indians and Indian cul- 
ture, poorly written laws, a court procedure alien to the peo- 
ple who used it, perjury, forgery, corrupt assistants, and the 
vexation of a difficult climate and being cut off from their 
home society. 

The framers of the judicial system felt that it was necessary 
for the success of the judicial system to appoint vakils. It was 
hoped: . 


As the vakeels are appointed by the Sudder Dewanny Adawlut 
and act under public regulations, and are not removable by the 
judge, they stand between their clients and the ministerial offic- 
ers to whom the abuses of the powers of the court are in general to 
be ascribed. The vakeels will be an equal check upon the judges, 
as their knowledge of the law, will enable them to point out any 
deviation from the Regulations in the judgments of the courts, 
and the nature of their official situations will prevent their being 
deterred from exposing it . . . to these advantages may be added 
the expedition with which suits will necessarily be decided when 
pleaded by men well versed in the Regulations.** 


What was proposed was the establishment of an indepen- 
dent profession which was strong enough to stand between 
the courts and the public, tied to neither. The vakil needed to 
be of good character, learned in Hindu and Muslim law as 
well as the regulations, and needed to read and write 
Persian—the language of the court. The conceptualization of 
the lawyer as an independent professional standing between 
his client and the court, defending the rights of his client but 
at the same time being part of the judicial system, again illus- 
trates the conflict between British conception and Indian real- 


ity. 
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The word vakil or wakil, is of Arabic origin, and H. H. 
Wilson translates it as ‘a person invested with authority to act 
for another, an ambassador, a representative, an agent, an 
attorney.’ 

In eighteenth-century northern and western India a vakil’s 
function was similar to what we today would term a diplo- 
mat or agent. All of the political leaders, great or small, had 
their vakils at major courts and political centres. In addition, 
zamindars and local figures had their agents to look after their 
interests in local political centres. Mansa Ram, the founder of 
the line of Banaras’ rajas, was just such an agent for a local 
zamindar, at the headquarters of one of the Nawab of Oudh’s 
officials. 

In 1796 and again in 1798 the bankers in Banaras com- 
plained against having to use the public pleaders established 
under Regulation VII of 1793, rather than their own agents. 
They complained that the public pleaders did not under- 
stand their business, that they were afraid to give legal 
advice, and suggested that the pleaders would learn too many 
of the secrets of their business.” I would suggest that at the 
end of the eighteenth century, structurally, there was no 
place for an independent profession such as Cornwallis and 
his aides conceived it. Almost all social political and econo- 
mic relationships in India at the time were hierarchically 
ordered, and even relationships between buyer and seller in 
the market had some non-economic and non-contractual 
qualities. The rich and politically powerful had their agents 
to deal for them with other rich and powerful persons. Those 
without economic and political power needed to be clients of 
those with power to get ‘redress and justice’. The idea of an 
agent to whom one had only a non-recurring, one- 
dimensional relationship—that of lawyer-client—must have 
appeared alien. 

The difficulties of establishing an independent bar were 
also heightened by the ambivalence of the British judges and 
officials towards the ‘lawyer’. As late as 1813 lawyers had to 
swear biennially that they ‘had been faithful to their trust’.*” 

In 1802 a circular from the Sadr Diwani Adalat forbade the 
practice of making vakils remove their ‘slippers when they 
came into court,” the implication being that some English 
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judge was treating lawyers as inferior supplicants in his 
courts. As late as 1867 Bholanatha Chandra reported an inci- 
dent in which a Calcutta lawyer who came to Banaras on a 
legal matter was treated like a felon by the district judge and 
needlessly and disrespectfully kept waiting for several 
hours.*? Yet in 1801, when directly queried about the know- 
ledge of vakils of the laws and regulations, and their character 
and their fidelity in protecting the interests of their clients, 
the majority of judges of district and provincial courts felt 
that the vakils facilitated court procedure, were men of char- 
acter, knowledge and ability, and fulfilled their obligations to 
their clients. Nineteen of the thirty-two courts which re- 
ported were commendatory, seven had mixed feelings, and 
only six were completely negative. However, several 
judges noted that the vakils did little preparation on the cases, 
and that most of the work, other than the presentation of the 
papers in the court, was done by a mukhtar, who usually was 
a family dependent or servant to whom the litigant felt he 
could entrust his case.*! 

The regulation of 1793, which established the independent 
legal profession, also made the Sadr Diwani Adalat responsi- 
ble for appointment of the vakils on the recommendation of 
the judge of the court in which the vakil was to practice. In 
reality the judge, with the approval of the Sadr Diwani Ada- 
lat, could remove vakils for failure to perform their func- 
tions. Some of the grounds for dismissal were: telling lies, 
lack of knowledge of the regulations, attempted bribery of a 
government official, failure to appear in court for three 
months, advising a client to bribe an official, inability to read 
the write, collusion with an opponent’s vakil, or absconding 
with a client’s money. *” 

When the new courts were established in the Banaras re- 
gion in 1795, each judge submitted lists of recommended 
vakils to the Sadr Diwani Adalat. The principal qualification 
of those recommended seems to have been the ability to read 
and write Persian. Many had acted as agents to individuals 
such as zamindars or in the courts established by Warren 
Hastings in 1781 and revived by Jonathan Duncan; others had 
been pargana record-keepers, a post abolished under the new 
regulations; some had been ‘writers’ for zamindars or 
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businessmen. Most lived in the Banaras region, but a few 
were residents of Bengal and Bihar or were from Oudh. 
Over a third were Muslims, a reflection of the stress placed 
on a knowledge of Persian and/or Muslim law.*° 

Sir Henry Maine’s conception that societies moved from a 
situation in which social relationships were based on status to 
one in which they were based on contract can be easily 
documented from Indian materials. In his first systematic 
pronouncement of this process of social change in Ancient 
Law (1861), he was not too familiar with the Indian situation, 
but his later works, particularly Village Communities in the 
East and West (1871), reflected his knowledge and experience 
in India (1862-9). The examples which I have given are 
attempts to illustrate the often unintended and devious way 
in which this general development came about. Failure to 
understand the nature of Indian society, assumptions based 
on British practice, mistakes and short-term practical consid- 
erations, rather than the unfolding of a social law or the im- 
plementation of a well thought through grand design on the 
part of the British rulers, lay behind the movement in Indian 
society of ‘status to contract’. 
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Political Systems in 
Eighteenth-Century India: 
The Banaras Region* 


The historical writing on the eighteenth century in India is 
dominated by three themes: the decline and final dissolution 
of the Mughal political system; the attempts by some of the 
regional powers to expand their power into imperial states; 
and the success of the British in becoming the heirs of the 
Mughal empire. These themes are played against a picture of 
‘anarchy and confusion, selfishness, cowardice and treachery, 
unpatriotic betrayals and horrible reigns of terror, the tyran- 
ny of the strong, the agony of the weak and the futility of iso- 
lated attempts.” There has thus far been little attempt to get 
behind this sordid record to see how the political system of 
the period actually worked, what—if any—were the endur- 
ing structures of political relationships, how parts of the so- 
cial systems involved were connected, and what principles_ 
guided not just personal endeavours but the organization and 
utilization of power and authority in the society of the time. 
In stating things in this fashion I am making a number of 
assumptions, assumptions which in the first instance are not 
only based on amassing information about ‘politics’ in a par- 
ticular place at a particular time but are based on some gener- 
al findings of social scientists about the nature of political 


* This essay was first published in the Journal of the American Oriental Socie- 
ty, Vol. 82, no. 3, July-September 1962. 
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structures and political activities in a wide range of societies 
known to us from history and ethnography. 

I would state my assumptions as follows: 

1. Political activities and political structures not only relate 
to centralized states with roles recognizable as kings, leaders, 
legislators, administrators and citizens or institutions such as 
courts, tax offices, etc. but must be conceived in broader 
terms to encompass the whole process of formulation of de- 
mands, the determination of policy for the community, the 
carrying out of policies, the controlling of disruptive be- 
haviour, and maintenance—through marshalling allegiance 
and support—of the political order and the identity of the 
political community. These activities and their associated 
structures, roles and functions may be found at different 
levels of a society, ranging from kin-based villages or bands 
through associations, territorial organizations, up to readily 
identifiable states.” 

2. In pre-modern societies, although some individual, 
family or group may be conceded absolute authority within 
the political system, power and authority most frequently 
are distributed among vertically or hierarchically ordered 
groups. The integrity of the larger group, paradoxically, is 
usually maintained through internal conflict and competition 
among the groups in the society. No one group or. indi- 
vidual, because of the nature of the value systems, the eco- 
nomy, technology, and the social structure, can dispense 
completely with other groups; and even though the lead- 
ership of a group may be destroyed, another competing 
group is put in its place or quickly arises to take the elimin- 
ated one’s place. Consensus and balance are achieved through 
conflict and through the awareness that there are always 
other groups ready to step in. The systems to which I am re- 
ferring seem to be perpetually on the verge of breaking apart. 

3. Although these societies are segmentary in their struc- 
ture, culturally there are often rituals, traditions, myths and 
histories through which the political order is legitimized and 
maintained. These system-wide values set the common goals 
and provide a framework and set of ground rules through 
which the competing segments, both vertically and horizon- 
tally, are integrated into the political system. 
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LEVELS IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
POLITICAL SYSTEM 


In eighteenth-century India it is possible analytically to 
differentiate four levels of the political system: the imperial, 
the secondary, the regional, and the local. 


The Imperial 


The Mughals, building on their predecessors, attempted in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to develop a system 
which would encompass almost the entire subcontinent. To 
attain this goal they tried to build an administration and army 
dependent on the throne. In addition, they were able to 
monopolize the symbols of legitimacy, so that even those 
groups’ at other levels—particularly in the eighteenth 
century—which were striving to free themselves of actual 
imperial control nonetheless turned to the remnants of the 
imperial authority for legitimizing their power. In northern 
India at least, older Hindu theories and doctrines of political 
legitimacy seem to have been superseded by the Mughal 
doctrines. 


The Secondary 


With the dissolution of Mughal power, if not authority, 
there emerged successor states, such as Oudh or Bengal, the 
leadership of which was to some extent imperial in origin, 
which tried to exercise suzerainty over a major historical, 
cultural or linguistic region. 


The Regional 


The individual secondary systems were made up of groups 
of regional systems; these regional systems had at their heads 
individuals or families whose status, either as officials or as 
rulers, was granted to them by the imperial or secondary 
authority. These leaders were loosely incorporated through 
rituals of allegiance and financial obligation to the national 
power and were in competition with potential regional 
leaders. 
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The smallest political unit was represented by lineages, a 
successful adventurer, a local tax official turned political 
leader or indigenous chief. They were subordinate to the 
regional leader but they often derived their positions from 
the secondary authority. These lineages, families, or leaders 
directly controlled the local peasants, merchants and artisans 
and collected from them cash or a share of the crop, in return 
for which they offered some protection from outside 
interference. 


THE BANARAS REGION 


The city of Banaras has long been a great shrine and 
civilizational centre; even during Muslim rule it was “The 
chief seat of learning in Hindustan (to which) crowds of 
people flock from the most distant parts for the purpose of 
instruction. . . . °.’ The region in which Banaras is found is 
part of the middle Ganges valley and is rich agricultural land. 
In the tenth, eleventh and twelfth centuries it was part of the 
Kanauj kingdom which fell to Sihabuddin. In the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries it was under the Sharqi kings who 
established their capital at Jaunpur, thirty-five miles north of 
Banaras. During this time Muslim noblemen and adventur- 
ers settled in parts of the rural area but seem never to have 
completely eliminated the hold on the land of semi-tribal 
groups of Soeris, Bhars and Cheros, who cleared and 
irrigated it. In the fifteenth century a new element, the 
Rajputs, locally termed Thakurs—lords, began to affect the 
internal structure of the region. The Rajputs gradually 
filtered into the region from the west. At first they came as 
individuals or families of adventurers who took service with 
local chieftains; but as more of their kin were attracted, they 
were gradually able to supplant the semi-tribal or Muslim 
local leaders, controllers of the land. These Rajputs grew in 
numbers and strength until at the time of Akbar (1556-1605), 
out of sixty-two parganas listed in Ain-i-Akbari of the Banaras 
region, over fifty were in the hands of Rajputs and only eight 
were in Muslim control.* The form and theory of Mughal 
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administrative, political, military and judicial institutions 
have been well described; but little attention has thus far been 
paid to how these forms and theories worked, particularly at 
what I am terming the local and regional levels. Akbar and 
his successors tried to build administrations and armies 
which were imperial in their character and recruitment, but 
by the eighteenth century Mughal administration broke 
down and was replaced by a series of successor states based 
on different principles. 

The remainder of this essay will be a description of what 
the political system in Banaras was like at the local and 
regional levels. The materials on which the description is 
based are largely manuscript records from the first years of 
British rule in the region, when—particularly in dealing with 
questions of land revenue—the British collected some mate- 
rials on pre-British political and economic conditions. 


THE RAJA OF BANARAS 


The essay takes as its focus the relationships of the Raja of 
Banaras with his superior, the Nawab of Oudh, and his 
subordinates, the Rajput lineages (usually called brother- 
hoods in the documents), local chiefs or rajas, aid other 
groups (such as merchants and bankers)—all of whom 
exercised political functions as defined above. 

The rise of the Bhumihar family from whom the Rajas of 
Banaras come is a typical eighteenth-century story. Mansa 
Ram, the father of the first raja of Banaras, was one of four 
brothers whose father controlled a few hundred bighas in a 
village in Jaunpur district. Mansa Ram worked for the local 
amil (tax collector), gained his confidence, and represented 
this amil at the court of Mir Rustum Ali, who administered 
the four districts of the Banaras province under Saadat Khan, 
Nawab Vazir of Oudh. Here he gained the confidence of Mir 
Rustum Ali, and Mansa Ram displaced his employer the amil 
and became, in turn, an amil. Mansa Ram proved to be a 
successful tax farmer. When Saadat Khan died in 1739 Mansa 
Ram, through lavish presents and the promise of paying to 
Safdar Jang (Saadat Khan’s nephew and successor) an 
enhanced revenue, obtained a sanad (royal grant) for his son 
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Balwant Singh which made the latter Raja of Banaras and 
zamindar of the three districts of Banaras, Jaunpur and 
Mirzapur.” 

There are, of course, few words in use in the literature on 
India which cause as much confusion as ‘zamindar’, which 
today we usually take to mean landlord, someone who owns 
the land and may transfer his rights on the land through sale 
or inheritance. This meaning of zamindar is largely the result 
of administrative and legislative action of the last 150 years. 
In the eighteenth century zamindars were, to use Moreland’s 
phrase, intermediaries. They could be, as was Balwant Singh 
in 1740, a person charged with collecting and forwarding a 
stated amount of revenue from other intermediaries. Balwant 
Singh was not a sovereign as we know it in European 
history. Some phases of government were in the hands of the 
nawab, or even still in the hands of the emperor. There were 
imperial forts at Chunar and Jaunpur manned by imperial 
troops and troops of the nawab.° Important legal and 
administrative officers within the zamindari, such as the 
kotwal and kazi of the principal towns, were appointees of the 
nawab. The minting of coins was in the hands of the nawab. 

The subordination of the raja can clearly be seen at the 
succession of Chait Singh after the death of Balwant Singh. It 
took the intervention of Warren Hastings to force Suja-ud- 
daula, the then Nawab of Oudh, to ‘confer upon Chait Singh 
the zamindary and honors of the late raja.” Chait Singh 
‘performed the duties of vassalage by presents of money, 
elephants, and clothes.’ The Nawab of Oudh tied his turban 
on Chait Singh’s head and presented him with a sword,’ 
symbolizing his acceptance of Chait Singh as his subordinate. 
The raja’s obligations to the nawabs were the regular 
payment of revenue and provision of troops when requested. 
The Raja of Banaras at every opportunity tried to avoid 
fulfilment of these obligations; and on several occasions the 
nawab sent troops to try to bring his subordinate to terms, if 
not to capture and kill him. On these occasions Balwant Singh 
would retreat with his treasure and army to the jungles of 
Mirzapur. After a time the nawab, distracted by similar 
behaviour in other parts of his state or by his intervention in 
imperial politics, would compromise with Balwant Singh 


POLITICAL SYSTEMS IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY INDIA 489 


and withdraw, at which time Balwant Singh would resume 
his control of the zamindari. 

Evidently the nawabs could not replace Balwant Singh as 
there was no one else in the zamindari or outside strong 
enough to defeat him and to assure even the irregular 
payment of the revenue. A balancing of relative weakness 
appears to have been central to the functioning of the system. 
The nawab could not afford the complete chaos which would 
result from the crushing of the raja. On occasion the raja 
could be forced into paying some revenue and providing 
some troops to support activities of the nawab. 

On the raja’s side was the need for legitimacy. Even after 
crushing the Monas Rajputs, who held their land under a 
sanad from Shahjahan, the raja could not fully appropriate 
their land until the conquest was legitimized by Suja-ud- 
daula.'° Power the raja had; but he needed authority as well. 
Even though the rajas’ goal in relation to the nawabs was a 
consistent one of independence, they could not afford to 
ignore the ground rules and had to continue to seek the 
sanction, even if it was ex post facto, of their superordinates, 
the nawabs. Another check on the rajas’ ambition of 
independence and sovereignty was their battle against politic- 
al groups within the zamindari, whom they could not crush 
completely as the raja’s army and treasury depended to some 
extent on the local groups remaining strong enough to collect 
taxes from the cultivators. 


LOCAL POLITICAL STRUCTURES 


There were three main types of political structures or ‘little 
kingdoms’—rajadoms, jagirs and talukas. The taluka is the 
territory controlled by a lineage of agnatically related kin of 
the same biradari (exogamous local caste group). In the 
English documents of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries there is some confusion in terminology, and it 
would be well to examine the meaning of three words, 
taluka, tappa and pargana. All were used to refer to 
administrative and revenue subdivisions of zila or districts. 
Parganas were revenue subdivisions, often of some antiquity, 
but were not based on long standing sociological grounds. 
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They were units of administration and revenue, the officers 
of which were appointees by some regional, national or 
imperial power. Tappas and taluka, on the other hand, 
represented local sociological and political groupings. When 
the word taluka appears in the original revenue settlement 
records which have been preserved from Jonathan Duncan’s 
settlement of 1788-9 and when there is any context given of 
the nature of the unit being discussed, invariable reference is 
made to descendants of one family, brotherhoods or bre- 
thren. For example: 


-Hunter is a Talookah of seven villages . . . all the zemindars are 
brethren. "! 
Rissoolpoor was formerly a Talookah comprising sixteen 
villages . . The zamindars of this talookah are all brethren being 
descended from one family.'2 


The word tappa is sometimes used for the territory of a 
lineage and sometimes refers to the home territory of a 
lineage, as well as the lands which the lineage may have 
conquered from other lineages and in which the tax structure 
is different. It sometimes refers to the lands of one lineage 
plus other lands which for taxation purposes are lumped 
together into one tappa. F. Newnham, a member of the 
Central Board of Revenue in the North-West Provinces, 
stated in 1822: ‘A tuppeh is an official division of the country 
which has no allusion to proprietary or zemindary rights.’!> I 
take the word taluka to mean a unit with a social, economic 
and political integrity, one in which a lineage controlled the 
land. The words ‘control the land’ mean that all other groups 
within the territory owed an obligation to the members of 
the dominant lineage to provide part of the harvest if they 
were tillers of the soil; pay a cash tax if they were merchants; 
and to provide goods and services if they were artisans or 
serving castes. The controlling lineage provided priests and 
fakirs with mafi or revenue free lands. The controlling lineage 
in turn was responsible for the payment of revenue to the 
amils (tax collectors) or directly to the raja. The controlling 
lineage also had a military obligation to provide troops for 
the raja. These troops appear to have been members of the 
biradari and their followers. 
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There appears to have been a wide range of internal 
arrangements of the lineages. Some of the more powerful, 
controlling upwards of one hundred villages, had all the 
members of the lineage living-in one fortified town (such as 
Baragoan in Chit-Ferozpur in Ballia) while the villages were 
occupied by cultivators and artisans. In others the members 
of the dominant lineage were dispersed among the villages, 
but even in these instances there was a taluka mud fort or 
fortified town which was the centre of the lineage. Some 
appear to have been completely acephalous; others had 
chaudharis or leading men of the sections of the lineages. 
R.M. Bird, who was a judge successively in Benares, 
Ghazipur and Mirzapur from 1812 to 1820, Commissioner of 
Gorakhpur division from 1829 to 1832, member of the Board 
of Revenue of the North-West Province from 1833 to 1841 
(during which time he supervised the settlement of revenue 
of the province), and who—more than any official of his 
time—understood the nature of the social structures in 
Banaras, commented in 1831: 


Originally in the Rajpur common tenancies, all maters affecting 
the general estate were decided upon by the united will of the 
majority . . . there is every reason to believe that before the 
British accession, the persons who should engage with the 
government were chosen by the consent or the vote of the 
majority of all the brotherhood and were the mere representa- 
tives of the federated voice. '* 
Some of the lineages physically divided the lands which were 
their taluka, others divided only their share of the produce, 
keeping the land together. No matter what was shared, the 
principle of sharing was based genealogically, each line of 
descendants from the common ancestor being followed out 
and each adult male member of the lineage receiving his share 
on the basis of descent. The lineages often combined to fight 
off threats from neighbouring lineages, from the Raja of 
Banaras, or later from the British. Though they were able 
often to combine for concerted action against outside threats, 
this does not mean that feud and conflict were not part of the 
internal political structure. In speaking of the Sengar Rajputs 
of Lakhnessar, Jonathan Duncan, Resident in Banaras 1788- 
95, stated: 
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Each landholder has been in the habit of turning. his house into a 
stronghold, and the animosities that have sprung up among their 
different families are left to spread and rankle without question 
or check on the part of government.'® 


Duncan had to investigate feuds, one of which had gone on 
for at least fifteen years, in which the protagonists were 
ambushing and killing children and low-caste dependents of 
the feuding households.’ 

_ The Raja of Banaras’ aim was the downgrading of the 
brotherhoods from their status as zamindars, i.e. having the 
right to engage directly with the raja for the payment of 
revenue, to a status in which their revenue was assessed and 
paid to his officials and in which the members of the 
brotherhoods became like other Asamis, tax payers. The 
rajas were successful in most of the district of Banaras and 
parts of Mirzapur and Jaunpur, but had little success in most 
of Ghazipur Ballia. 

Structurally the degradation or elimination of the lineages 
was difficult, given the numbers of lineage mates and the 
pre-existing diffusion of power within the talukas. Even 
though the raja might destroy the forts of the lineages it was 
almost impossible to completely destroy the web of alle- 
giances of cultivators to the dominant lineage. The raja’s 
administration and army were not strong enough to collect 
revenue directly from each cultivator. The success in Banaras 
and Mirzapur reflects the facts that this was the centre of the 
raja’s own army and he could exert more continuous pressure 
on the brotherhoods, whereas at best he could only raid other 
parts of the zamindari. In his efforts to eliminate internal 
opposition, he could not so weaken his source of local 
military levies or regularity of income to crush lineages 
entirely. 


THE RAJA OF BANARAS AND THE RAJADOMS 


The rajadoms and the jagirs differed from the talukas in 
one major structural feature; there was an acknowledged 
head, the raja. Inheritance of control of the land passed on in 
one family and in this one family to only one person at a 
time, usually the eldest son of the previous raja, who was 
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recognized as the raja. The local raja stood in roughly the 
same relationship to other residents of the small kingdom and 
to the Raja of Banaras as did the lineage in the taluka. The 
raja paid the revenue due from the small kingdom directly to 
the Raja of Banaras or sometimes directly to the Nawab of 
Oudh. Often the raja’s right to rule his small kingdom was 
based on a royal grant from the imperial power. The 
principal rajadoms were found on the frontier of the Banaras 
province, to the south in the jungle of Mirzapur, to the east 
on the border of Bihar, and in the north-west on the border 
of Oudh. The border in the south in Mirzapur represents a 
natural boundary between the Ganges valley and the hilly 
tracts of central India. Here there was a marked difference 
between a tribal population and their Rajput rulers. The 
other rajadoms, although founded on what may have been 
old linguistic and political boundaries, do not have the 
difference in population between tribal and non-tribal. In 
several of the rajadoms the lineage of the raja differs from the 
lineage and clan of the bulk of Rajputs in the kingdom. For 
example, Saltanat Singh, Raja of Badlapur, was a rajkumar, 
while in his kingdom the bulk of the Rajputs-were Bisen, 
Bachgotis, Bais and Monas.'® This leads to the speculation 
the rajadoms may represent a conquest state of some type. 

The rajas, in addition to their tax collecting activities, had a 
developmental function as well. The Raja of Byaighar in 
Mirzapur directed the clearing of jungle, the settling of new 
cultivators, the construction of irrigation facilities, and 
introduced the production of silk.'? The Raja of Bijaighar 
had direct judicial functions as well. The jagirs, like the 
rajadoms, often had a single head rather than a corporate 
body or lineage as the dominant internal political power, but 
the jagir was usually held as a revenue free holding, the state’s 
share of the produce or the revenue going to the jagirdar. The 
jagirs were granted by imperial, secondary or regional power 
in lieu of pay for officials or as a special mark of reward and 
favour. For example, Ausan Singh, Balwant Singh’s diwan 
(head administrator), received two-thirds of Pargana Saidpur 
Bhitri as his jagir.” Allup Singh, who was a high cavalry 
officer in Balwant Singh’s army, had a jagir of ‘six large 
villages in Jaunpur district, which were worth 4627 rupees a 
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year. Jagirs were usually not granted in perpetuity, particu- 
larly those granted to officials as salaries. For residents in the 
jagirs, the jagirdar stood in the same relation as did the raja to 
his subjects. The jagirdar received the revenue from the 
cultivator or the managers of the cultivators. 

Balwant Singh made no direct attack on any of the rajas 
until 1748, when availing himself of the divisions between 
the Monas Raja of Bhadohi and his non-royal lineage mates, 
Balwant Singh was able to take the pargana of Bhadohi away 
from the Monas raja. In the next five years he successively 
eliminated the rajas of Bijaighar, Agori, Kantit and Haldi.*! 
These conquests gave Balwant Singh possession of important 
forts on the Ganges and in the jungles of Mirzapur. From 
these he controlled the southern half of the zamindari; and 
Lutefpur and Biyaighar gave him almost impregnable places 
of retreat, in which on several occasions he held out against 
the Nawabs of Oudh.” In many respects it would have 
appeared to have been easier to dispossess the rajas and take 
under direct government the territories of the rajas rather 
than the lineage dominated talukas. The raja could more 
easily capitalize on the intrigue in a family of Rajputs than a 
lineage, with its multiplicity of cross-cutting allegiances.” 
Given the fact that the rajadoms often contained different 
lineages of Rajputs, some of whom may have been partially 
dispossessed by the raja’s families, there may not have been 
the solidarity in the face of outside threat which sometimes 
characterized the talukas. After dispossession of the raja and 
his family, others in the rajadom could be expected to be 
easier to control as they essentially had not lost too much by 
the change of masters. They now paid their revenue to an 
amil of the Raja of Banaras instead of their former raja. 

I have written elsewhere about the officials who were the 
administrators of the Nawab of Oudh, the Raja of Banaras, 
and the local rajas.24 Some of the secondary administrators, 
kazis, kotwals, parpana sarrishtadars, functioned at the regional 
and local levels and represented a check that the nawab 
maintained over the actions of the Raja of Banaras. These 
officials were hinges by which the levels of the political 
system were connected. The raja’s officials, mainly the amils, 
tended to be tax farmers whose origins were as local 
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adventurers, bankers, caste mates of the rajas, or secondary 
or imperial officials who took service with him as means of 
making a quick fortune. 

The raja’s main concern with his domination was the 
assessment and collection of revenue. The amils (tax farmers) 
obligated themselves to pay a stipulated amount into the 
raja’s treasury every month which they were to collect from a 
pargana. The amil did not collect the revenue directly from 
the actual cultivator but rather from representatives of 
lineages or from one or two persons in a village who claimed 
to be superior through wealth, caste or family to others in the 
village . The revenue was collected in cash and in kind, the 
mode of collection depending on the crop, local tradition and 
availability of cash and credit. I have found no way of 
estimating how much of the zamindari was assessed in cash 
and how much in kind. Payment from the amil into the raja’s 
treasury was in cash. Collection of revenue in cash placed the 
bankers of Banaras and Mirzapur in a important position 
politically as well as economically. As Jonathan Duncan 
commented: 


The schroffs or bankers could in fact in a great measure command 
the Raja and the government itself with respect to the realization 
of revenue. The custom being for kist (revenue installment) to be 
raised not in cash but by their (i.e. the bankers) dakhillas or notes 
payable in a certain number of days from the dates thereof; and 
as the renters (i.e. the amils) are generally in arrears to them, 
they, of course, exact their own terms from the latter for the 


dakhillas.2> 


Thus far I have spoken of the society of the Banaras region 
as if it were composed only of agricultural people and the 
political leaders who controlled them, but in the eighteenth 
century Banaras was an important trade region. There were 
several important cities, not the least of which was Banaras 
itself. Banaras probably had a population of over 150,000 at 
this time; and Mirzapur, Jaunpur and Ghazipur had popula- 
tions of at least 10,000 each. There is little in the records 
directly about the political structure and government of these 
towns and cities. 

Maintenance of law and order in Banaras itself seems to 
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have been in a very crude state. Hastings believed that the 
thieves in Banaras were regularly licensed and part of their 
booty was given to the raja.” Francis Fowke remarked that 
the officers in charge of the Banaras courts ‘held the office as 
a kind of private property.” 

The Mughali system of maintaining a clerk of the market 
who supervised the accuracy of weights and measures and 
maintained the streets and facilities of the bazaar had almost 
disappeared.*® Water supplies were polluted, and there was 
no municipal system of sewage or garbage removal. Even the 
great sacred tanks near the temples were the repository for all 
the filth from nearby sections.”? 

The city of Banaras was divided into mohullas or wards, 
the populations of which were usually of one caste or trade. 
These wards had gates which could be shut at night. 

It may be conjectured that in the eighteenth century much 
of what we think of as urban government was in the hands of 
the castes which made up the population of the city. The 
‘House Tax Hartal’ of 1810 showed the strength of these 
institutions when all economic activity in the city ceased. 
J.R. Erskine, who had served in Banaras, described the hartal 
as follows. 


Between twenty and thirty thousand of the inhabitants of that 
city (Banaras) consisting of all ranks and descriptions relin- 
quished their occupations, abandoned their dwellings, and 
assembled in the open fields. Instead of appearing like a 
tumultuous and disorderly mob, the vast multitude came forth 
in a state of perfect organization; each caste, trade and profession 
occupied a distinct spot of ground, and was regulated in all its 
acts by the orders of its own punchayet, who invariably punished 
all instance of misconduct and disobedience on the part of any of 
its members. This state of things continued for more than a 
month; and whilst the authority of the British Government was, 
in a manner, suspended, the influence of the punchayet was 
sufficient to maintain the greatest order and tranquility.*! 


Unfortunately, I know little of the structure of particular 
caste panchayats or the interrelations of the caste panchayats. 
It is significant to note that in this same hartal there is 
evidence of connection between the caste panchayats of the 
city of Banaras and their caste fellows in the countryside. The 
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Lohars are noted in the documents as having one leader for 
both urban and rural Lohars.** I have no similar evidence 
from the eighteenth or early nineteenth century on the role of 
caste panchayats in the local political system in the rural area; 
but I assume, as I have done elsewhere, that it was of 


considerable importance in judicial matters. 
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The Recruitment and Training of 


British Civil Servants in India, 
1600—1860* 


The first British contacts with India were in the last decades 
of the sixteenth century when a few merchant adventurers, 
interested in establishing trade connections, were successful 
in reaching India and in returning home. On 31 December, 
1600 the British crown granted to a group of merchants a 
monopoly over the trade in eastern waters. Forming the East 
India Company, the merchants’ first two expeditions took 
them to Sumatra, Java and the Moluccas. One of the ships of 
the third -expedition in 1607-8, under William Hawkins, 
went to Surat, the most important Mughal port of the west 
coast of India. Hawkins went overland to Agra to the Court 
of Jahangir to get permission for the company to trade in his 
domain.” For the first years thereafter the British had little 
direct interest in political development in India. Their ser- 


* The research on which this essay is based was carried out in 1962 at the 
India Office Library of the Commonwealth Relations Office, London, and 
was supported by grants from the Asian Studies Committee of the 
American Council of Learned Societies, the Social Science Research 
Council, and the Arts College of the University of Rochester. A fellowship 
from the Guggenheim Foundation provided the time necessary for the final 
writing of the chapter. I am grateful to Professors F. G. Bailey of the 
University of Sussex and Edward Shils of the University of Chicago for 
their comments and suggestions. This essay was first published in Ralph 
Brabanti, ed., Asian Bureaucratic Systems Emergent from the British Imperial 
Tradition (Duke, 1966). 
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vants were commercial agents. In the generation which spans 
Robert Clive’s time in India (1744-67) the company emerged 
as a predominant political power; and in the next forty years, 
down to the end of Wellesley’s governor generalship in 1805, 
a civil service was created to administer the company’s ex- 
panding territory. 

This essay focuses on those who became civil servants and 
the ways in which they were trained. Although there is a 
large literature on nineteenth-century administration in 
India, it is either anecdotal in nature or largely summarizes the 
development of regulations under which the administration 
functioned. There is little systematic description or analysis 
of the civil service as such. 


I. CIVIL SERVANTS AS MERCHANTS, 1600—1740 


William Hawkins, the first servant of the East India Com- 
pany in India, appears to be typical of its earliest employees. 
He was a merchant who had extensive experience in the 
Levant trade, and his ability to speak Turkish was a key to his 
getting this important job.” By 1615 the company had four 
trading posts or factories in India employing 32 Europeans, 
of whom 21 were designated as ‘factors’, the name applied to 
the company’s mercantile agents.° In 1647 the number of fac- 
tories had grown to 23 and employed 90 men.* As with 
Hawkins, the social origins of the earliest owners and ser- 
vants of the company were mercantile. When in 1617 the 
East India Company raised £ 1,600,000 from 954 individuals, 
the owners of the stock included 313 merchants, 214 trades- 
men, 25 foreign merchants, 15 dukes and earls, 82 knights, 
26 doctors of divinity and medicine, 13 ‘ladies of title,’ 80 
‘widows and virgins’, and 248 others.” Thompson and Gar- 
ratt, writing about the early company, stated: ‘A resolution 
was passed [by the owners] ‘not to employ any gentlemen in 
any place of charge’. In addition, according to Thompson 
and Garratt, the owners were allowed by the crown to ‘sort 
their business with men of their own quality’.’ Many of the 
early factors—for example Sir Edward Winter, Sir John 
Child, Justinian Offley and Gregory Clement—came from 
merchant families. Others such as William Finch ‘began life 
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as the private servant of a cheapside merchant’. Others were 
recruited in India from crews of East Indian merchantships.” 
In the middle of the seventeenth century the company’s 
affairs in India were gaining in scope and complexity, and 
there emerged 9 recognition of varying levels of responsibil- 
ity and seniority among the company’s servants in India. 
‘Assistants’ or ‘writers’ were responsible for routine work. 
Factors were of a more senior rank and responsibility. For a 
period in the mid-seventeenth century ‘apprentices’ in their 
teens were recruited, many of whom came from Christ’s 
Hospital, an orphanage and charity school founded by 
Edward VI in an expropriated monastery of the Grey Friars. '° 
In addition to orphans the school educated children of Free- 
men of London who could not otherwise educate their chil- 
dren. Christ’s Hospital appears to have been one of the few 
schools which offered instruction in commercial accounts, a 
prime skill for the company’s servants. In 1694 the East India 
Company offered service as writers to ten youths from 
Christ’s Hospital and in addition to their salaries agreed to 
pay their passage to India.'! Even in the middle of the eight- 
eenth century some of the youths going into company ser- 
vice received their commercial training at Christ’s Hospital. 1? 
Until the middle of the eighteenth century the company 
did not have civil servants but commercial agents in name 
and in fact. These agents spent their working time doing 
accounts, copying bills of lading and sale, arranging for the 
acquisition of country products for export to England, and 
maintaining the company’s warehouses in India. The factor- 
ies were organized almost along collegiate or monastic lines 
with the senior merchant, or in the case of a presidency town 
the governor, acting as the head of the community. The 
younger servants’ lives were almost completely governed by 
the rules of the settlement. There was a communal table, and 
attendance at Sunday services was compulsory. There were 
strict rules governing drinking and gambling. !? Few of the 
English were married, and until the end of the seventeenth 
century those who were rarely had their wives with them: 


In 1678, there were seventy-four Company servants in Madras, 
only six were married of which five had their wives with them. 
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One of the wives was English, one Dutch, two English half- 
castes, and two Portuguese. . . . In 1699 of 119 recorded Eng- 
lishmen on the Coromandel Coast, twenty-six had English 
wives, fourteen ‘Castee’ [a person of pure portuguese descent] 
wives, four Mustees [a person of mixed Indian and Portuguese 
descent] two French and one a Georgian wife. '* 
The business of the company was conducted through Indian 
middlemen and brokers (banyan).'> It was the banyan who 
collected from Indian cultivators or farmers the goods and 
raw materials which were to be shipped to England. They 
also disposed of the English trade goods in the Indian 
markets.'® By the very early eighteenth century, through a 
system of the payment of advances, the company was begin- 
ning to direct and control the production of finished textile 
goods—their main export to Europe.” Not only was the 
trade of the company carried on through banyans, each civil 
servant had his Indian broker to conduct his own private 
trading operation. William Bolts, a civil servant in Bengal 
in the eighteenth century, described the banyan and his func- 
tions: 
He is interpreter, head bookkeeper, head secretary, head broker, 
the supplier of cash, cash-keeper. . . . He conducts all the trade 
of his master, to whom, unless pretty well acquainted with the 
country languages, it is difficult for any native to obtain access. '® 


The corporate living, the screening effect of the Indian mid- 
dlemen, the concentration on commercial activity—all 
tended to restrict contact with or knowledge of a broad spec- 
trum of Indian life. Few English appear to have known any 
Indian language well. Conversely, there appears to have 
been little prejudice against Indians in the period from 1600 
to 1750. The English ‘had developed no contempt for Indian 
social customs or political power.’ 

The pay of the company’s servants was low, even when 
allowances for room and board are taken into account. In 
1674 the Court of Directors fixed the following as the pay 
scale. A 

In 1680 the chief agent in Surat received £300 per year, the 
second in council £89, the lowest rank in the council £40 a 
year.” The same general low rate of pay was followed in 
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TABLE 1 
Ray Scale of East India Company Servants in 1674 
(in PEA pounds) 


First five Next two Next three 

years years years 
Rank (annual) (annual) (annaul) 
Apprentice 5 10 20 
Writer 10 - 20 
Junior factor 20 - 30 
Senior factor 30 - 40 


Source: Sir Edward Blunt, The I.C.S.: The Indin Civil Service (London, 
1937), p. 15. 


Bengal in 1706: chairman and cartuer, £100; accountant, £40; 
import warehouse keeper, £40; buxie (paymaster), £40; 
senior merchant, £40; junior merchant, £30.7) These low 
rates continued until the eighteenth century.” The company 
assumed that its servants could engage in private trade to 
make their living. | 

The appointment of a company servant was generally 
made in London by the ‘Court of Committees’ as the Court 
of Directors, the governing body of the East India Company, 
was then called. A person seeking employment in the east ap- 
plied and his application was accepted or rejected. From 1682 
a person applying for a writership had to give evidence that 
he was skilled in keeping accounts. It was not until 1714, 
though, that an application for appointment had to be 
accompanied by the endorsement of a member of the Court 
of Directors. It was then laid down in a Court of Directors 
minute ‘that in future all petitions for employments in the 
Company service, either at home or abroad, be presented by 
some gentleman in the direction, and that they speak to the 
same.’”? By the middle of the eighteenth century company 
appointments began to be eagerly sought, and there were 
more demands for posts than there were positions. The 
Court of Directors developed a system for dividing the 
patronage among themselves. 

Between 1608 and 1740 the East India Company had firm- 
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ly established itself in India as a commercial enterprise. Its 
servants were primarily commercial. The company had some 
territorial rights, as on the Coromandel coast where the 
descendants of the rajas of Vijayanagar had granted them a 
strip of land one mile wide and six miles long in 1639. This 
became the city of Madras. In 1661, when the Portuguese 
princess Catherine of Braganza married Charles II, Bombay 
became English as part of her dowry. In the 1690s Job Char- 
nock on behalf of the company obtained the right of zamin- 
dari over three Bengal villages; these grew into Calcutta. The 
three territories which were fortified in the beginning of the 
eighteenth century soon grew into the three great commer- 
cial cities and ports of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Until the 1740s, though, what territorial rights were ac- 
quired were as part of the company’s commercial activities. 
The company on occasion did engage in military and political 
activities to safeguard their trade. Company servants on 
occasion acted in diplomatic and military roles, but these 
were secondary to their other roles. Within their limited ter- 
ritories the Company servants acted as municipal judges and 
local administrators. A few of the servants of the period were 
able to retire after their years in India with small fortunes 
built up through private trade, but the amassing of great 
fortunes and the English nabob were phenomena of the mid 
and late eighteenth century. 


THE TRANSITION FROM MERCHANTS TO GOVERNORS 


The East India company emerged from the tangled political 
and military manoeuvres of the period 1740—60 as a major 
political power in India with control over large parts of the 
subcontinent. In the first half of the eighteenth century the 
Mughal empire ended as an imperial system as it could not 
check external military powers such as those marshalled by 
the Afghans and Nadir Shah, nor internal ones such as the 
Sikhs and Marathas. During this period the French and 
British fought for the trade of the Carnatic and Bengal 
through local dynasties and adventurers. The Anglo-French 
rivalry was an expression of their antagonisms in Europe as 
well as in India.” 
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The Europeans discovered their commercial activities 
could be furthered through trade monopolies by intervening 
in Indian politics and military affairs. The servants of the 
European companies found Indian politics highly profitable 
in the receipts, bribes, prize money, and utilization of their 
employer’s commercial rights for their own private trade. By 
1765 some British civil servants had made huge fortunes and 
the prospects seemed limitless. 

The most famous example of the ‘get rich’ technique of the 
time were the payments Robert Clive and other British offic- 
ers, civil and military, received for their support of Mir Jaffar 
in replacing Siraj-ud-daula as Nawab of Bengal. Clive is 
reputed to have received £234,000, and other payments to 
company officials ranged from £117,000 to £12,000.”° It is 
in describing these payments that Clive made his famous 
defense of his actions before Parliament. 


Am I not rather deserving of praise for the moderation which 
marked my proceedings? Consider the situation in which I found 
myself after the victory at Plassey. A great Prince was dependent 
upon my pleasure; an oppulant city lay at my mercy; its richest 
bankers bid against each other for my smiles; I walked through 
vaults which were thrown open to me alone, piled on each hand 
with gold and jewels! Mr. Chairman, at this moment I stand 
astonished at my own moderation.*© 


In south India, in addition to private trade, moneylending 
and the providing of troops to princes became a quick way to 
wealth. John Holland, who became Governor of Madras in 
1789, sold potentially lucrative posts in the government to 
the highest bidder. He employed English troops in unautho- 
rized expeditions on behalf of those holding the Nawab of 
Arcot’s debts. When ordered by his superiors to support the 
state of Travancore, he tried to make the raja pay for the 
assistance, and he ended his career by absconding with funds 
of the Nawab of Arcot entrusted to him for payment to the 
East India Company.”’ 

It was during the period after 1750 that positions in India 
became highly sought after. “The East Indies were not ’til of 
late years, considered a quick road to wealth; formerly, 
appointments in the Company’s service were not objects of 
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general solicitation’,”® wrote a pamphleteer in 1772. Adver- 


tisements appeared in the Public Advertiser offering one to 
three thousand pounds for writerships to India.” 

Outright purchase, although a spectacular indication of the 
demand, appears to have been comparatively rare, but all 
manner of personal influence and connection were used to try 
to secure appointments in the east. Lord Cornwallis, 
Governor-General from 1786 to 1793 who was specifically 
sent to India to try to regulate the corruption, was besieged 
with requests from friends and politicians to provide posts 
for their dependents.” Members of royalty seem to have 
been the most persistent demanders of favour. A Mr Ritso 
was sent out to India with a recommendation from the 
Queen, and although in 1787 Cornwallis refused an appoint- 
ment by saying, ‘I cannot desert the only system that can save 
this country, even for sacred Majesty’,*! a few month later he 
nevertheless wrote to Lord Sydney: ‘He [Mr. Ritso] is now 
writing in the Secretary’s office for 200 or 250 rupees a 
month, and I do not see the probability of my being able. 
to give him anything better without deserving to be - 
impeached.” On another occasion, after the Prince of Wales ` 
was particularly demanding, Cornwallis wrote to a friend: 


If I was to create offices, or extra offices . . . I would not only 
disgrace myself and undo everything I have been doing since I 
have landed in Bengal, but I should render a very short-lived ser- 


vice to the person for whom they were created. . . . I must beg 
of you, my dear Lord, to state what I have said, in the strongest, 
most respectful terms to the Prince of Wales. . . . he would not 


desire that I should set an example that would prove ruinous to 
the public interests, and lay a foundation for the renewal of those 
abuses that had well might overset our Indian Empire.” 


Notwithstanding Lord Cornwallis’ difficulties over patron- 
age, it was during his governor-generalship that there began 
to emerge the system of administration by which India was 
and to some extent still is governed. Warren Hastings had 
tried to establish a workable system of administration, but he 
lacked clear authority over officials in Calcutta and was 
bound too tightly by the Court of Directors at home to effect 
the radical changes that were necessary.** Cornwallis arrived 
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in India with strong backing from the Court of Directors and 
parliament to establish an efficient and honest administration 
for the company’s territories. He was authorized to raise 
salaries and root out corruption. Cornwallis often operated 
on the basis of his prejudices and on too hastily or ill- 
assembled information, but, in retrospect, despite all the 
faults in his administrative reforms, much of his influence has 
lasted through today.*° The next generation of Malcolm, 
Elphinstone, Munro and Metcalf is better known and more 
widely respected than the Cornwallis men—Sir John Shore, 
Charles Grant, Sir George Barlow, Jonathan Duncan and 
James Grant, who nevertheless were for their time equally 
impressive. 

Cornwallis’ underlying assumption that Indians were dis- 
honest and hence incapable of ruling in their own best 
interests,’ combined with the orientation of an English 
Whig, led him to try to build a government ‘reduced to the 
minimal functions of j justice and protection from violence’. x 
Through his land policies in Bengal, which would be ex- 
tended to the presidencies of Madras and Bombay, he hoped 
to develop an Indian landed aristocracy to stabilize the coun- 
try. Cornwallis’ plan for administration was embodied in the 
Code of Regulations of 1793. The role of the district collector 
was stabilized into an office whose responsibility was over- 
seeing the collection of revenue due from the landholders, 
who were newly regularized by law into being responsible 
for direct payment of the land taxes. As the revenue obliga- 
tion of the landowner was permanently fixed, it was assumed 
the job of collector was a supervisory one. The number of 
collectorships was reduced to less than they had been under 
Hastings. In some areas such as Banaras, where today there 
are five district collectors, there was in the beginning of the 
nineteenth century only one collector. Collectors had no re- 
sponsibility for administration of law, whether civil, criminal 
or revenue. This was to be under the civil judge and magis- 
trate. Under the code the judge/magistrate tried all suits, 
civil, criminal and revenue. Cornwallis assumed that by pro- 
viding the Indians with a court system manned by ‘impartial’ 
European officers, citizens who felt themselves disadvan- 
taged by other citizens or government officials would be free 
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to sue for their rights in the courts. Sir George Barlow, one 
of Cornwallis’ trusted assistants and advisers, saw the admi- 
nistrative system as ‘giving security to those rights [of person 
and property] by affording to our native subjects the means 
of obtaining redress against any infringement of them, by the 
Government itself, its officers, or individuals of any character 
or description. ’** 

The work of the collectors was to be supervised by the 
Board of Revenue in Calcutta. The work of judges/ 
magistrates was supervised by the provincial courts of 
appeals, of which originally there were five, and the sadr 
dewani and nizamat adalat in Calcutta. There were still the 
company’s commercial residents in those districts in which 
the company had trade or manufacturing interests. They 
were supervised by the Board of Trade. Where there were 
independent or semi-independent Indian states, there were 
quasi-diplomatic officers or residents supervised by the 
Political and Secret Department in Calcutta. In Calcutta there 
was the Military Board subject to the Governor-General. 
Also in Calcutta there was a secretariat responsible to the 
boards and to the Governor-General and his council. 

From 1793 until the annexation of Oudh in 1856 the 
company’s territory grew extensively until it covered three- 
fifths of the land area of pre-partition India. Cornwallis’ hope 
of a minimal government proved illusory. The assessment 
and collection of taxes alone led to the development of an 
extensive bureaucracy, and these tax duties, combined with 
the administration of justice, accounted for much of the work 
of the civil servants. ; 

There were extensive changes in Cornwallis’ system from 
1793 to 1859. The separation of judicial and supervisory 
functions regarding land-revenue assessment and collection 
proved unworkable, and in the newly acquired territories the 
district officer, more and more, had judicial functions as 
well. With the annexation of the Punjab in 1849 the district 
officer was ma-bap (mother and father) to the residents of his 
district, and, rather than a functionary bound by regulations, 
he was a paternal autocrat. Police functions, originally 
rudimentary and in the hands of subordinate Indian revenue 
officials, developed into a, separate service manned by 
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Europeans at top posts. Provincial boards of revenue for each 
major territory emerged, and each presidency developed its 
own hierarchy of courts. With the end of its trade monopoly 
in 1813 and abolition of its commercial function altogether in 
1834, the commercial line of the East India Company’s 
service declined. é 

Ultimate supervision, contro] and what was in effect the 
legislative function of the governing system were all centred 
in London, where there was dual control exercised by the 
company and by the Board of Control, which had been 
established by parliament. Theoretically, ultimate authority 
in the company rested with the proprietors of East India 
Company stock: 


Any person who bought shares in the capital stock of the East 
India Company was denominated a proprietor, and was permit- 
ted to attend the meetings of the General Court of Proprietors. 
The possession of £600 of stock entitled the holder to vote ‘in a 
show of hands;’ possession of £1,000 of stock gave the proprietor 
one vote in a ballot, £3,000 two votes, £6,000 three votes and 
£10,000 and upwards four votes, which was the maximum.” 


There were 2163 proprietors in 1800 and 2140 in 1831.” 
Philips, whose work on the management of the East India 
Company is the standard one, does not give numbers of 
potential votes in any given year but notes, ‘there were rarely 
more than 50 holders of four votes.’*’ The major function of 
the proprietors was the election of the twenty-four directors, 
who were collectively known as the Court of Directors. The 
Court of Directors was the executive and decision-making 
body of the company. Parliament in 1773 had established that 
each year six directors were to be elected for a four-year 
term; after being out of office for a year a director could be 
and most frequently was re-elected. Therefore, there were in 
reality thirty directors, twenty-four of whom were serving at 
any one time. The direction of the company was essentially a 
self-perpetuating oligarchy. To be elected the first time was 
an expensive and arduous task, but once elected a man served 
for life.” 

The work of the Court of Directors was done by commit- 
tees, of which the most important were those on correspond- 
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ence, secret, political and shipping affairs. Decisions were 
first made in committees and then had to be approved by 
vote of the Court of Directors. The two most important 
positions in the court were the chairman and the deputy 
chairman, who served one-year terms. The court and com- 
pany had their own secretariat in which the higher posts were 
significant for making policy on administration in India. The 
crucial office was that of the examiner of Indian correspond- 
ence. Here all non-secret reports, minutes and letters from 
India were read and digested for the members of the Court of 
Directors. In this office dispatches which approved, dis- 
approved, commented on or innovated new policies were 
drawn up to be sent to India over the name of the Court of 
Directors. 

James Mill, who was appointed Assistant Examiner in 
charge of revenue matters in 1819 and who in 1830 became 
Chief Examiner, described his life in a letter: 


as you know that the government of India is carried on by cor- 
respondence; and that I am the only man whose business it is, or 
who has the time to make himself master of the facts scattered in 
a most voluminous correspondence, on which a just decision 
must rest, you will conceive to what an extent the real decision 
on matters belonging to my Department rests with the man who 
is in my situation. 


The control over policy in India exercised in London could 
and often was very direct and specific. 

In addition to the sources of control represented by the 
proprietors, the directors and the examiner’s office, there 
were the Commissioners for India Affairs, or the Board of 
Control, a body appointed by parliament. The president of 
the board served in the cabinet. Theoretically, since the 
Board of Control was the superior of the Court of Directors, 
conflict between the board and the court was possible, but 
actually it was surprisingly infrequent. When disputes arose 
between the two bodies, policy appears to have been deter- 
mined by compromise: ‘just as in the matter of appointments 
[governor generals, governors of Presidencies, chiefs of army 
commands] both sides had in effect a power of veto, so also 
in discussion about policy, neither body cared to provoke the 
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other over much save in exceptional circumstances.” Many 
of the influential stockholders and directors of the company 
were also important in politics. In the parliament of 1780-4 
thirty-five members had served as king’s officers or in com- 
pany service in India. In 1802-6 this number rose to sixty-six, 
and in 1830-31 it was thirty-one.* In addition, there were 
those in parliament who had financial interests in the com- 
pany. Given the kind of political interconnections existing 
between parliament and the company, it is not difficult to see 
that compromises could usually be worked out if there were 
any conflicts between the two. Commissioners on the 
Board of Control frequently had extensive Indian experience. 
For example, the board included Lord Teignmouth, who had 
been Governor-General and served on the board from 1807 
to 1828; Sir James Mackintosh, who was a former Bombay 
judge; and Holt Mackenzie, an important revenue official. * 
The India board had a permanent secretariat, but, with ex- 
ceptions such as James Cumming, they were not of excep- 
tional calibre nor had they the influence that the personnel in 
the examiner’s office exercised. *? 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, then, a civil ser- 
vant at the district level had a large but somewhat attenuated 
formal superstructure over him. His actions were subject to 
question and revision at any of the following levels: regional, 
provincial, at the presidency, in London at the Court of 
Directors, the Board of Control and ultimately at parliament. 
Policy affecting a civil servant’s actions could be set at any 
one of these levels. However, given the difficulties of com- 
munication and the sheer bulk of information and corres- 
pondence which had to pass between India and London, it 
often took two or three years for matters originating in a dis- 
trict to be commented on in London. In reality there was a 
considerable amount of autonomy for the civil servant in the 
field. 

Two parliamentary acts established the rules governing 
appointment and promotion in the civil service in India. The 
India Act of 1784 and the Charter Act of 1793 established the 
following principles: 


1. Nomination to be writers, cadets, surgeons, and chaplains 
was vested in the Court of Directors; 
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2. Promotion to all civil service positions in India, except the 
Governor-Generalship, Governorships and high army com- 
mands, were to be filled from the covenanted servants of the 
Company, generally following the principle of seniority. 

3. Posts paying £500 a year to £1500 were to be filled with offic- 
ers actually resident in India for at least three years; those posts 
paying £1500-£3000 a minimum of six years; £3,000-£4,000 a 
minimum of nine years; and £4,000 and above a minimum of 12 


years.© 


These regulations, combined with Cornwallis’ determination 
to enforce them, meant that once appointed a civil official’s 
future progress was mainly determined in India. Within the 
acts no Indian could hold a post paying more than £500 a year 
since no Indian was a company servant within the meaning of 
the acts. No adequate work has been done to see if the con- 
nections of civil servants external to their roles in India were 
crucial to their promotion within the civil service, nor has 
material of a statistical nature been compiled regarding career 
lines of civil servants. Except for biographical studies we do 
not know on what basis other than seniority men were 
actually picked for promotion by their superiors or the 
Governor-General. The impression that connections did 
help, especially in relation to first and second postings, does 
not seem unwarranted. Mountstuart Elphinstone, for exam- 
ple, carne from a family that was powerful in the company; 
his father’s brother was a director over a forty-year period. 
When Elphinstone was appointed to the civil service in 1795 
his uncle wrote to the Governor-General, and as a result of 
the Governor-General’s interest Elphinstone received a post- 
ing to Banaras, which was then considered one of the plums 
in the service.*? 


HI. RECRUITMENT AND SOCIAL BACKGROUND OF 
THE COMPANY’S CIVIL SERVANTS 


By 1793 a regular system for the distribution of appoint- 
ments to the East India Company’s service had been estab- 
lished among the members of the Court of Directors. 
Appointments to the civil service, and after 1806 nomination 
to the East India Company’s Training College at Haileybury, 
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were the most valued. In 1808-9 there was a parliamentary 
committee appointed to investigate rumours that writerships 
and cadetships were being sold by members of the Court of 
Directors. At least two cases of sale of civil offices appear to 
have been substantiated. A writership for Bengal was sold for 
£3500, and a writership for Madras for £3000; cadetships sold 
for £150 to £320.°? The sale of appointments was not direct; 
the committee found that there was ‘throughout the whole of 
the evidence nothing which traces any one of these corrupt or 
improper bargains to any director, or induces in a reasonable 
suspicion that it was done with connivance by any member 
of that Court.’ But as appointments could be given from 
one person to another, or even willed by a director to be hon- 
oured by the court after his death as in the case of Thomas 
Monsell, the possibility of sale for money existed. 

The system of division of the patronage followed lines of 
seniority in the court, and the Chairman and Deputy Chair- 
man had a double allocation. The President of the Board of 
Control received the same allocation as the Chairman. The 
number of appointments varied from year to year. In the 
period from 1802 to 1833 1190 writers were sent to the three 
presidencies in India.” The range was from seven sent in 
1814 to sixty-nine sent in 1828. The average was thirty-seven 
a year. During the same period 7727 military cadets, were 
sent, an average of 258 per year.”° For the period from 1825/ 
1826 to 1830/1831, the appointments were divided in the fol- 
lowing fashion. 

In an average year for this period a director had close to 
eleven positions to which he could nominate young men. 
Table 3, which is based on compilations made from ‘Writer’s 
Petitions’, shows a director’s possible reasons for giving an 
appointment. These reasons were stated on an official docu- 
ment that each director had to sign. It set forth his connec- 
tions with the person being appointed, his reason for making 
the appointment, and a sworn statement that he (the director) 
had received no money for the appointment.*” 

Of the 426 appointees (during the period described, it was 
appointment to Haileybury rather than directly to the civil 
service), about 23 per cent were relatives of members of the 
Court of Directors. Data do not permit an analysis of what 
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TABLE 2 
Appointments of Civil Servants by Board of Control and 
Court of Directors, East India Company, 1825-1831 


Chairman, 
Average deputy 
number chairman Board of Directors 
Position each year (each) Control (each) 


Writers 39.2 28 2.8 1.40 
Cadets—engineers and 


artillery 67.2 4.8 4.8 2.40 
Cadets—cavalry 15.2 1.6 1.6 47 
Cadets—infantry 124.8 8.4 8.4 4.52 
Assistant surgeons 56.0 4.0 4.0 2.00 
Chaplains 2.8 

3.0 


SOURCE: HCPP, 1831-32, ‘Statement Showing Number of Appointments 
to India. . .’, vol. 9, paper 735, p. 326. 


the category ‘friendship’ means. It appears to have been the 
standard answer given by a director when asked his reason 
for giving an appointment to a particular individual. It may 
have been friendship for the boy’s father or for another rela- 
tive. Many friendships were based on service together in In- 
dia. Of the 110 directors who served between 1784 and 1834, 
‘well over half had resided in India.” From 1834 to 1854 ‘the 
Court of Directors became entirely Anglo-Indian.”°? The sig- 
nificance of a director’s direct connection to India is seen in 
Table 4. Over the forty-year period almost 35 per cent of 
those entering the East India Company’s civil service had 
fathers who served in either the company’s military service 
or civil service. In 1839-40, when the membership of the 
Court of Directors appears to have been almost exclusively 
Anglo-Indian, this number reached 45 per cent. During this 
last period of the company’s rule, in particular, the number 
of appointees from families with Indian experience would be 
much higher if uncles, grandfathers, mothers’ families and 
those persons with commercial experience had been in- 
cluded. 

In addition to providing posts for their sons and other rela- 
tives and for the sons of friends, political considerations were 


TABLE 3 
Reason Given for Appointment of Civil Servants by Directors, East India Company, 1809-1850 


1809-1810 1819-1820 1829-1830 1839-1840 1849-1850 


No. Pct. No. Pct. No. Pet. No. Pct. No. Pcet. Total Percentage 

Friendship 38 57 45 51 56 59 56 56 38 50 233 54.69 
Kinship connections 12 18 20 23 15 16 29 29 22 29 98 23.00 
Business relationships 3 4 1 1 - = 3 3 - - 7 1.64 
Company Service 2 3 3 3 8 8 3 3 4 5 20 4.69 
Political recommendation 2 3 1 1 - - - - - ~ 3 0.70 
Recommendation of Board 5 7 8 9 6 6 6 6 3 4 28 6.57 
of Control A 

No information 5 7 10 11 10 10 3 3 9 12 37 8.69 

Totals 67 88 95 100 76 426 


Source: See n. 57. 


Company service 
Gentlemen 

Merchant, manufacturing, 
banking 

Clergy 

Royal military and naval 
service 

Civil Service 

Medical 

Legal 

Member of Parliament ` 
No information 

Farmer 


Total 


Source: See n. 57. 


TABLE 4 
Occupation of Fathers of Appointees to Haileybury, 1809-1850 


1809-1810 1819-1820 1829—1830 1839—1840 1849—1850 
No. Pet. No. Pet. No. Pct. No. Pet. No. Pct. 


18 27 26 29 25 26 46 46 33 43 


Percentage 


34.74 
9.15 


12.44 
9.39 


8.45 
2.58 
3.29 
3.52 

.70 
15.49 
.23 


12 18 7 8 12 13 3 3 5 7 
9 13 10 11 15 15 10 10 9 12 
6 9 7 8 10 11 10 10 7 9 
4 6 8 9 11 12 8 8 5 7 
3 4 2 2 4 4 - _ 2 3 
2 3 2 2 4 4 5 5 1 1 

— - 4 5 3 3 5 5 3 4 
1 1 = = 1 1 1 1 - = 

12 18 22 25 10 11 12 12 10 13 

- - - E = - - - 1 1 

67 88 95 100 76 426 


TABLE 5 
Place of Birth or Place of Residence of Parents of Appointees to Haileybury, 1809-1850 


1809-1810 1819-1820 1829-1830 1838-1840 1849-1850 


No. Pct. No. Pct. No. Pct. No. Pct. No. Pet. Total Percentage 
London 20 30 27 31 28 29 22 2 19 25 116 27.23 
Rest of England 26 39 19 22 31 33 22 22 17 22 115 27.00 
Scotland 10 15 11 13 9 9 15 15 9 12 54 12.68 
Ireland 2 3 7 8 3 3 4 4 4 5 20 4.69 
Wales - - - - 1 1 1 1 = - 2 .47 
India 4 6 21 24 18 19 34 34 22 29 99 23.24 
Other 4 6 1 1 3 3 2 2 4 5 14 3.29 
No information 1 1 2 2 2 2 - - 1 1 6 1.41 
Totals 67 88 95 100 76 426 


SOURCE: See n. 57. 
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important in the allocation of patronage, both in maintaining 
‘friendly relations with members of his Majesty’s 
government’, and in getting members of the Court of 
Directors elected to the House of Commons. From 1784 to 
1834 forty-five of the 110 directors served in the House of 
Commons.° 

The key to the selection of the civil servants in India from 
1793 to 1854 was the Court of Directors of the East India 
Company. Other than Philips’ work there is little systemati- 
cally known about the directors. During the period down to 
1834 they were divided into several ‘interests’, of which three 
were of persistent importance. The ‘Indian’ interest was 
made up of returned company servants; ‘City interests’ rep- 
resented some major London financial and commercial 
groups; and the ‘shipping interests’ represented companies 
and individuals under contract to provide the ships which 
carried the trade of the East India Company. Of the thirty 
directors (twenty-four in office and six out in rotation) in 
1831, thirteen were former company officers, eight were 
London merchants and bankers, five retired commanders of 
East Indiamen and four in other professions or activities. © 

It would appear that the directors were connected in a 
number of ways. Most of them resided in London. Of the 
thirty directors of the company in 1816, twenty-four lived in 
London; of these twenty-four, fourteen lived within an area 
one mile by one-half mile in Marylebonne, on Baker Street, 
Harley Street, and the squares of this area.’ Nineteen of the 
twenty-four, including the above mentioned fourteen, lived 
within a. mile and a half of Regents Park. Those six who lived 
out of London all lived in the surrounding counties: Surrey, 
Essex, Hertfordshire and Kent. Many may have been born 
elsewhere, but increasingly through the first half of the 
nineteenth century London and a particular neighbourhood 
was the residential locus of the direction of the company. 

In view of such residential propinquity and assuming that 
people in the particular neighbourhood lived or aspired to a 
particular style of life, intermarriage among the offspring and 
relatives of the directors would seem to be inevitable. The 
directors formed a tight society, bound by culture, economic 
interest and social relations. It would also seem inevitable 
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that those they appointed to serve in India would have some 
affinities with this tight segment of upper-middle-class En- 
glish society. This is not to say that the group was totally 
homogeneous in outlook or in social interrelations. In the early 
nineteenth century within the direction of the company, the 
Evangelicals were a small but important group representing 
somewhat different social values. The Evangelicals looked to 
a moral and social revolution. in behaviour and attitude at 
home and the proselytizing of Christianity overseas, and par- 
ticularly in India. Men like Charles Grant saw India’s prob- 
lems as stemming from its wickedness and immorality and 
argued that Christianity was its only salvation. In addition to 
Charles Grant, W. Thornton Astell, W. T. Money, Hugh 
Inglis, Robert Thornton and Francis Baring were active 
Evangelicals and were important directors of the company in 
the first two decades of the nineteenth century.™ It is diffi- 
cult, though, to determine how much conscious and direct 
Evangelical influence there was in selection or training for the 
company’s service. The obvious separateness of the directors 
from other crucial groups in the middle and upper classes of 
Great Britain of the period was as significant as the unifying 
characteristics. In the civil service, for the periods 1809-10, 
1819—20, 1829-30, about 12 per cent of the students described 
their fathers as gentlemen.® For the periods 1839-40 and 
1849-50 the figure dropped to around 4 per cent. In addition, 
it is likely that those students who were the sons of clergy 
also had landed connections, since so many of the clergy 
were second sons of landed families. The same is true of 
some sons of civil servants, since they too may have come 
from landed families. My impression is that the aristocracy 
by and large did not contribute much to the direction of the 
company or the civil service. Small-scale businessmen and 
artisans are not represented in the directors or in the civil ser- 
vice, nor is the new middle class of industrial and commercial 
entrepreneurs of the Midlands. 

To summarize, the directors of the East India Company, 
and by extension the civil service, were recruited from a very 
restricted group in English society centred essentially in Lon- 
don and drawn from banking and commercial families and 
landed groups in Scotland and the south-east of England. 
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Cultural and economic ties of these groups were very much 
buttressed by ties of descent and affinity. It is likely that from 
1840 to 1860 fifty or sixty interconnected extended families 
contributed the vast majority of the civil servants who gov- 
erned India. And these civil servants certainly had crucial 
administrative roles until the 1870s when those selected 
through open competition had enough seniority to begin to 
rise in the bureaucracy. , 


IV. TRAINING OF THE CIVIL SERVANTS, 1800—59 


The College at Fort William 


Lord Wellesley in a famous dispatch to the Court of Direc- 
tors in 1800 gave expression to the changed reality of the 
functions of the East India Company’s servants in India. No 
longer were they commercial agents, but governors, 
expected— 


To dispense justice to millions of people of various languages, 
manners, usages, and religions; to administer a vast and compli- 
cated system of revenue throughout districts equal in extent to 
some of the most considerable Kingdoms in Europe; to maintain 
civil order in one of the most populous and litigious regions of 
the world. 


To carry on their work in the judicial, revenue, political and 
financial departments the company’s servants needed a new 
range of skills in languages and law in addition to a broad 
education to help them develop standards of judgement: 


Their education should be founded in a general knowledge of 
those branches of literature and science, which form the basis of 
the education of persons destined to similar occupations in 
Europe; to this foundation should be added an intimate acquaint- 
ance with the history, languages, customs and manners of the 
people of India; with the Mohammedan and Hindoo codes of law 
and religion. . . . their early habits should be so formed, as to 
establish in their minds such solid foundations of industry, pru- 
dence, integrity and religion, as should effectually guard them 
against those.temptations, with which the nature of this climate, 
and peculiar depravity of the people of India, will surround and 
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assail them in every station, especially upon their first arrival in 
India. 


An education necessary for service in the east did not exist 
anywhere in England, Wellesley argued. Under the system in 
use at Wellesley’s time, he contended, the civil servants were 
too young and ill-educated, or else their education was stop- 
ped too soon for them to adequately do anything beyond the 
menial, laborious, unwholesome and unprofitable duty of a 
mere copying clerk.© According to Wellesley the difficulties 
of the civil servants could be found in their inadequate educa- 
tion, lack of discipline in their early careers and the lack of 
relationship ‘between promotion in the civil service and the 
possession of those qualifications requisite for the due dis- 
charge of the several civil stations.’ 

Wellesley, under Regulation IX of 1800, set about to re- 
medy these lacks in the civil service by establishing a College 
of Fort William in Calcutta. The college was to instruct the 
junior civil servants ‘in such branches of literature, science, 
and knowledge as may be deemed necessary to qualify them 
for the discharge of the duties of the different offices consti- 
tuted for the administration of the government of British 
possessions in the East Indies. 7° 

The college was to be housed in its own building. The pro- 
vost, a clergyman of the Church of England, would regulate 
the students in general morals and conduct, and ‘instruct 
them in the principles of the Christian religion, according to 
the doctrine, discipline, and rites of the Church of England.’ 
The first provost was David Brown. A friend of missionar- 
ies, he owed his concurrent position as presidency chaplain to 
Charles Grant.” Vice provost was to be Claudius Buchanan, 
an Evangelical chaplain in Calcutta,’”* who had this view of 
Indians: “Their general character is imbecility of body and 
imbecility of mind. Their moral powers are, and have been 
for ages in a profound stupor. . . . The Hindoo mind seems 
at present to be bound by a Satanic spell.” The Governor- 
General was to be patron and visitor of the college, and the 
members of the Supreme Council and the judges of sadr 
dewani adalat were to be the governors of the colleges. 
Hence, the Governor-General made faculty appointments 
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and the higher civil administrators were responsible for over- 
seeing the running of the college. 

It was expected that instruction would be offered in Ara- 
bic, Persian, Sanskrit, Hindustani, Bengali, Telugu, Mahar- 
athi, Tamil and Kenarese. In addition to language work there 
were courses in Hindu and Mohammedan law, jurispru- 
dence, English law and the regulations of the East India 
Company. For general education students were to receive in- 
struction in political economy, geography, mathematics, 
Latin and Greek and modern European languages, and Euro- 
pean and Indian history.” Students would be expected to 
spend three years at the college and to be examined regularly. 
Civil servants for all three presidencies were to be trained at 
the college, and successful completion of the course was to be 
a pre-requisite for civil appointments. 

Distinguished civil servants were appointed to the faculty: 
George Barlow lectured on government regulations; H. T. 
Colebrooke was Professor of Hindu laws and Sanskrit; and 
John Baillie, who later was a distinguished political officer 
and a Director of the East India Company, was the first Pro- 
fessor of Arabic, Persian and Mohammedan law. The erratic 
and brilliant J. B. Gilchrist was the first professor of Hindus- 
tani, and the great Baptist missionary William Carey the first 
teacher of Bengali.”° 

The college did not function for as long as Wellesley had 
intended. At this time Wellesley was somewhat out of favour 
with the Court of Directors for his championing of private 
trade interests, his policy of military expansion and his gener- 
al attitude of superiority to his colleagues.”° At first the court 
wanted to abolish the college, but under pressure it was 
maintained as essentially a language training school, and as a 
language school it had great significance in the development 
of modern Indian languages and modern forms of scho- 
larship in India. Although language teaching was under the 
direction of Europeans, distinguished Indian scholars were 
appointed as tutors to produce materials for the students. In 
the budget of the college there was provision for thirty-three 
munshis in the Persian department; forty in the Hindustani 
department, including four translators; fourteen in Bengali; 
four maulavis in the Arabic department; and five pandits in 
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Sanskrit. The college also had a fund of Rs 40,000 to encour- 
age Oriental literature. The monthly salaries for the Indian 
heads and assistant heads were set at Rs 200 and Rs 100, 
respectively.” Indians wrote examination questions, histor- 
ical, biographical and geographical works in Bengali, and 
were instrumental in turning Bengali from a Persianized into 
a Sanskritized language. ”’ 

Even though Wellesley’s early plan did not succeed, it did 
give an added professionalism to the service, and it would 
appear that there was some correlation between success in the 
language school and in service. Such men as W. B. Bayley, 
who rose to be Acting Governor-General; Holt Mackenzie, 
who was a member of the Governor-General’s council and 
who worked out the revenue settlement of the North- 
Western Provinces; R. M. Bird, another great settlement 
officer; and H. T. Prinsep, who was chief secretary and 
member of the Governor-General’s council—al] achieved top 
honour at Fort William in the first eight years of the college. 

Students in Calcutta, though, appear to have led a rather 
lazy and pleasant life while attending to their language learn- 
ing. Calcutta had a flourishing and rather formal social life, 
with an active racing season, dances and dinners. Many 
careers appear to have been somewhat damaged by the heavy 
debts which some students incurred in order to maintain 
their social position. In 1802, out of sixteen students in the 
college, four had no debts; five were in debt up to Rs 1000; 
six owed Rs 2000 to 3999; and one owed over Rs 4000. 79 
Henry T. Prinsep, who was a most successful civil servant, in 
later life coud defend the spending of the two or three years at 
Calcutta: 


For in this association they [the young civilians] acquired a 
knowledge of each other’s character and formed their friendships 
and their habits of life in a manner that influenced their future 
career most advantageously. I deem myself to have been very 
fortunate in the associates with whom I was thrown at this 
period. [These friendships] were the bright spot in my life and a 
source of happiness that made me almost cease to regret the exile 
from” “country and famiy in which I was compelled to pass my 
days.®° 
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In a letter on the departure of his son to take a post, a civil 
servant in Bengal, Lord Teignmouth (John Shore), described 
in the bleakest of tones the life a wastrel could live in Calcutta 
and its disastrous consequences. He describes the activities of 
Indolens, the bad boy: 


On his arrival, new temptations occur, and his disposition to 
yield to them is strengthened. He has reached the land of prom- 
ise, and eagerly seizes the enjoyments which he had anticipated. 
Without adverting to want of means, he adopted the luxuries 
and indulgences of the country; sets up the establishment of a 
Hookah; purchases a horse and equipage; receives and gives en- 
tertainments; and plunges into luxury, vice and extravagance. 
The natives supply money for his use, which he borrows at an 
exorbitant interest. 


Our hero, according to Lord Teignmouth, through his wast- 
ing ways fails his language examinations and falls deeper into 
debt. He finally succeeds, and now heavily in debt and in 
order to appease his creditors ‘he is perhaps seduced into 
illegal and dishonest compliances.’®” His creditors continue 
to press through his career preventing him from taking leave 
or returning to England. ‘A debt of £ 1000 contracted during 
his first two years of a writer’s residence in India will hang 
like a millstone around his neck for many.’®° 

It was likely that the first two or three years in Calcutta set 
the tone for the subsequent career a person had in India. At 
one extreme were those who did brilliantly at the College of 
Fort William and who received good first appointments, 
either in the secretariat in Calcutta as assistant Persian trans- 
lators, or assistants to secretaries, or posts in newly acquired 
territories under the company’s rule. At the other extreme 
were those who did poorly and became indebted. There were 
those also who avoided the worst excesses, and being well in- 
troduced into Calcutta society used their time to build effec- 
tive social connections which could help their careers at a 
later date. 

The pattern of education which Wellesley ried to 
establish—language training and legal training with ‘good 
Christian overtones’—reappeared in the curriculum at 
Haileybury. 
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In the summer of 1804 the Court of Directors decided to ex- 
plore the question of a training college in Great Britain®* and 
on 19 September of that year agreed to form ‘some establish- 
ment at home for the education of young men intended for 
the civil service of the Company.”° The Committee on Cor- 
respondence was given the responsibility of drawing up the 
plan for education. Charles Grant, who was then Deputy 
Chairman, appears to have written the report.®° The report 
stressed the need for a classical education, good command of 
English composition, European literature and science, poli- 
tical economy and Oriental learning. In addition, the servants 
should be ‘good subjects and enlightened Patriots . . . and 
imbued with reverence and love for the religion, the Con- 
stitution and laws of their own Country.’ Their education 
should be such that they will be fortified against ‘erroneous 
and dangerous opinions.’®’ It was felt that no institution then 
existing in England could impart the knowledge of political 
economy or of Oriental languages necessary for the com- 
pany’s servants, and in order to have the excellent training in 
European subjects India would not be the appropriate place 
for the college. A site twenty miles from London, Hertford 
Castle, was decided on as a temporary quarters, and plans 
were made for the erection of permanent buildings. ®® 

In the spring of 1805 the Reverend H. Samuel Henley 
(1740-1815) was appointed principal. Henley had gone to 
America to teach moral philosophy at William and Mary 
College. At the beginning of the American Revolution he re- 
turned to England and taught at Harrow. He then was curate 
at Northall in Middlesex. He published several works on 
theological and classical subjects, such as ‘A dissertation on 
the passages in St. Peter and St. Jude concerning the Fallen 
Angels’, and ‘Observation on the Pallas of Vergil’. He was 
well regarded by several scholars at Cambridge and also 
thought of himself as something of an Orientalist.®? 

The College Committee of the Court of Directors outlined 
the responsibilities of the staff of the college.” The principal 
was to supervise the college and lecture on moral conduct 
and theology. There was to be a Professor of Humanity and 
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Philology to teach classical composition ‘and all that is com- 
monly comprehended under the name Belles Lettres’; a pro- 
fessor of history, political economy and finance who was to 
provide instruction in ancient and modern history, and 


also the sources and wealth arising from natural production 
which modified by the mechanic arts through the intervention of 
commerce became perpetual objects of finance, and funds of re- 
venue and gain. These topics to be more especially insisted upon 
in their relation to India. 


The professor of mathematics, in addition to mathematics, 
was to offer some instruction in land-surveying elements of 
geography and astronomy. The professor of ntural philoso- 
phy was to cover physics, chemistry and botany. The Orien- 
tal professor was to teach ‘the Oriental languages and, with 
Indian History in particular, whatever relates to the govern- 
ment, laws, policies, produce, commerce and affairs of 
India. . . .’. The professor of civil polity was to teach ‘The 
Elements of General Law, and the Law of England and the 
British Constitution.’ There was to be a French master and 
a drawing master. 

In addition to Samuel Henley, the original faculty included 
as Professor of Classical and General Literature the Reverend 
Edward Lewton, who had been Vice-Principal and Tutor of 
St Alban’s Hall, Oxford. Joseph Batten, who beeame the 
second principal of the college in 1815, was appointed as the 
additional Professor of Classical and General Literature. He 
was a graduate of Trinity College, Cambridge. The first 
Professor of General Polity and the Laws of England was 
Edward Christian, who served until 1818. Also a graduate of 
Cambridge, he was a lawyer, but one of little distinction. He 
appears to have been incompetent, and on his death it was 
remarked that he had died ‘in full vigour of his incapacity’.”! 

T. R. Malthus, the first Professor of History and Political 
Economy, a post in which he served until 1834, was 
undoubtedly the most distinguished member of the staff. He 
reputedly received his appointment through the influence of 
Pitt.?* This was after he published his famous work on 
population, and many of his later works were first delivered 
as lectures at Haileybury.” Malthus took a major part in the 
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life of the college, both with students and as part of an 
intellectual circle within the staff which later included 
Mackintosh, Dealtry and Charles LeBas. 

The first two mathematics and science professors were 
William Dealtry and Berwick Bridge. Dealtry was another 
Cambridge graduate, a fellow of the Royal Society, who had 
published several works on mathematics. He was, however, 
most famous as a clergyman and he resigned his profes- 
sorship to succeed John Venn, the famous Evangelical rector 
of Clapham. He was handpicked by Venn and Charles 
Simeon, one of the major figures in the Evangelical 
Movement, to succeed Venn.” Bridge was a graduate of St 
Peter’s College, Cambridge, and published several text- 
books on mathematics. He retired in 1816. 

The staff had a distinct religious orientation: most were 
ordained as Anglican priests and some, such as Dealtry, were 
active and noted Evangelicals. The Evangelical tone of the 
staff reflected the interest of Charles Grant and other ‘saints’ 
who were active in the direction of the company; it also 
reflected the Court of Directors’ objective to instil in their 
servants Christian principles. 

Jonathan Scott was appointed the first Professor of 
Oriental Languages. He conceived the teaching of Oriental 
languages.as part of the general study of Indian history and 
culture and considered that this should be central to work in 
the college. He planned that the students in their language 
work should read Persian historians, not “Tales of a Parrot’ 
and other novels lightly esteemed by the Asiatics.” He felt 
that the company’s servants were ignorant of the better class 
of Indians and that this could lead to a prejudice against 
Indians on the part of the British and in turn to dissatisfaction 
among the company’s Indian subjects. Scott argued that it 
should be the goal of the civil servants’ education to remove 
their prejudices, and this could be accomplished through 
instructing them in the laws, history and customs of India. 
Then the company’s servants would view ‘the respectable 
natives worthy of higher consideration rather than as mere 
mediums of procuring money.’””° Scott resigned his appoint- 
ment without ever teaching at the college. He complained 
that he was not paid enough as Oriental professors were 
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scarce and entitled to more money than other professors on 
the staff.” He also saw the company’s unwillingness to pay 
him a higher salary as symbolic of the subordination of 
Oriental subjects to the European curriculum.” 7 

John B. Gilchrist was temporarily appointed to teach 
Hindi when Scott resigned, and in 1807 Alexander Hamil- 
ton, a former company employee in Bengal who had 
returned and studied Sanskrit in England and France, was 
appointed to teach Sanskrit and Bengali. Hamilton was one 
of the pioneer Sanskritists in Europe and taught Sanskrit to 
Frederick Schlegel and Claude Fauriel and other early 
European comparative philologists. He published a text of 
the Hitopedesa, a famous catalogue of Sanskrit manuscripts in 
France, and works on Sanskrit grammar and Hindu chronol- 
ogy. Charles Stewart was appointed to teach Persian and 
Hindustani.” 

In addition to the two European professors of Oriental 
languages, Gulam Hyder, an Indian from Patna, was 
appointed Persian writing master." Mir Abdul Ali was 
appointed maulvi of the college to help in the teaching of 
Hindustani.'°! A short while later a third Indian, Mirza 
Khuleel of Calcutta, was added. Ali and Khuleel had been 
recruited by the Bengal government at the request of the 
Court of Directors for the college. Their salaries ranged 
from £200 to £600 a year plus housing allowances. A short time 
after joining the staff both Gulam Hyder and Mir Abdul Ali 
married Englishwomen and settled near the college. Ali died 
leaving a widow and several children, but not enough money 
to pay his funeral and medical expenses." Mir Abdul Ali 
was replaced on his death by Mir Hasan Ali, who was 
assistant to the professor of Oriental languages at Addis- 
combe, the company’s military college. '™* 

Instruction was offered initially in Sanskrit, Persian, 
Arabic, Hindi (Hindustani) and Bengali. The teaching of 
these languages was severely handicapped in the beginning 
by lack of text materials. Stewart, professor of Persian, 
complained that ‘many of the writers [students] attached to 
this College, who have been studying the Oriental Lan- 
guages for more than twelve months, have never yet seen an 
Arabic or Persian manuscript.’ Hamilton and Stewart 
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wanted the East India Company to import books published 
for the College of Fort William. Hamilton stressed the need 
for Sanskrit as the basis for study of Indian languages. On the 
basis of a study of Malabar (Malayalam) and Maratta 
grammar he believed ‘the languages of the peninsula to be as 
nearly affiliated with Sanskrit as that of Bengal.’!° Hamilton 
apparently confused the number of Sanskrit-derived words 
in Malayalam with affiliation or structural relationship with 
other Dravidian languages. 
.` For the first few years the only books available were 
Richardson’s Dictionary of Persian; copies of the Gulistan, a 
series of Persian tales; the Hitopedesa, a collection of Sanskrit 
tales; and William Carey’s Dialogues Intended to Facilitate the 
Acquiring of the Bengali Language.'°’ The latter work is 
reminiscent of the kinds of language texts still in use for the 
study of the spoken vernaculars. It is set up as a series of 
typical conversations ‘to shew the difference of idiom among 
the lower orders of people in different situations.’’°? There 
was some rivalry between the College of Fort William and 
Haileybury over the teaching of Oriental languages. In- 
creasingly, Fort William stressed the vernaculars and 
Haileybury the ‘classical languages’, Sanskrit, Persian and 
Arabic, the rationale for this being that they were basic to all 
the vernaculars. The emphasis may also have been in 
emulation of the English liberal education of the time which 
stressed Greek and Latin.’ The second generation of 
Oriental language teachers at the college were Graves C. 
Houghton, 1818-27, Sanskrit and Bengali; H. G. Keene, 
1824—34; Francis Johnson, 1825-55, Sanskrit, Bengali, and 
Telugu; and Mirza Mohammad Ibrahiann, 1826-44, Persian 
and Arabic. They appear to have been more efficient and 
better equipped with experience and materials. 
Houghton distinguished himself early at the College of 
Fort William as a gifted linguist. He produced several works 
specifically as class books: Bengali Selections with Translations 
and a Vocabulary (London, 1822), for example, contained 
simple graded stories and vocabularies; he also published 
texts of Tota Itihas and Balris and Vicramadetya. He did 
glossaries for works of fiction, history and biography which 
were published in Bengali by the pandits at Fort William 
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College to facilitate their use by students at Haileybury, and 
Rudiments of Bengali Grammar (London, 1821). His major 
work was a Bengali, Sanskrit, and English dictionary, 
published after he left the college. Houghton felt that the 
learning of language was the key to success of every 
company servant; otherwise, they would be cut off by ‘venal 
interpreters’ from communication with Indians. In addition, 
Indian morality could not be raised unless Indians could. 
freely communicate with the British, and hence they would 
have the ‘opportunity of seeing practical examples of the 
advantage of that system of morality which we are anxious to 
impart to them.’!”° 

H. G. Keene described the teaching of Persian and 
Hindustani in 1821 as follows: 


The plan pursued in the College is this: The students on their first 
arrival, are taught by the Professor the peculiar form and sound 
of each letter; and those particulars in which the alphabet and the 
mode of writing in the Oriental Language differs from those to 
which the student has become accustomed are carefully ex- 
plained. The pronunciation is taught by the pupils continuing to 
repeat the sounds uttered by the Professor until by practice they 
gradually acquire as much facility and correctness as can be 
reasonably expected. . . . At the same time that the Professor is 
thus employed, the students attend the Munshi (or writing 
master), who is a native of Bengal and who is teaching them to 
write the characters, and takes pains to correct their pronuncia- 
tion. As soon as they are sufficiently familiar with the characters 
and the common rules of the grammar, they proceed to read and 
translate easy passages: The Professor reading every word 
distinctly and explaining the whole grammatical construction. 
They are at the same time encouraged to make translations from 
English, which they bring to the Professor, in the character 
peculiar to the language, which gives him an opportunity of 
correcting the errors in grammar and spelling.'!" 


Students took instruction in three or four Oriental 
languages. Sanskrit and Persian were required of everyone. 
In addition, students received instruction in a vernacular of 
the presidency to which they were appointed. Some took 
Arabic as well, and if they were assigned to Bengal they took 
Hindi and Bengali. Instruction in Oriental languages by 
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modern standards was not very intensive. A senior in 1823 
took two hours of Persian, two hours of Sanskrit and two 
hours of Bengali or Hindustani per week.!'? A total of 
thirty-six hours of language instruction a term for the four 
classes in the college were offered by Professors Stewart, 
Houghton, Keene and Anderson, and there were twelve 
hours offered by munshis in 1823.''% 

In order to obtain the certificates necessary to receive their 
appointments, students had to pass an examination in 
-Sanskrit. This appears to have been the only language course 
which they were required to pass. Sir George Campbell 
described Sanskrit as the great study at Haileybury, but after 
ten years of working in India he concluded that it was as 
useful to an Indian magistrate ‘as a knowledge of ancient 
German would be to an English Commissioner of Police.’!'4 
A few students such as Sir William Muir or Sir Monier 
Monier-Williams became distinguished Orientalists, but 
most learned their Sanskrit as did J. H. Rivett Carnac by 
having his fellow student, Chester Bernard, cram him with 
enough to ‘just scrape through the examination.’!'® 

The centrality of Sanskrit and Oriental languages was 
maintained by two powerful figures who were not on the 
faculty but were the Oriental visitors. Sir Charles Wilkins, 
who acted as visitor from 1806 to 1836, and H. H. Wilson, 
1836-51. In their time both were thought to be among the 
foremost Oriental scholars and both were librarians for the 
East India Company. As they lived in London and were close 
to the College Committee they were asked for their formal 
opinion on any matter regarding the teaching of Oriental 
languages at Haileybury. They examined all candidates for 
posts in Oriental languages at the college and recommended 
which Oriental publications were to receive company sub- 
sidy and which were to be used for texts at Haileybury. Their 
role in the life of Haileybury was crucial. Twice a year they 
journeyed to Haileybury to examine the students in Oriental 
languages. 

Charles Wilkins had gone to India in the 1770s as a writer. 
He was one of the first Englishmen ‘to acquire a thorough 
knowledge of Sanskrit’,’?© and Wilkins and N. B. Halhead 
published in English the first systematic compilation of 
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Hindu law and wrote the first Bengali grammar. Wilkins cast 
the first type font of Bengali and did much to establish 
printing in Oriental languages in India.'!” He also published a 
Sanskrit grammar in 1808, which although inaccurate pro- 
vided a beginning place for several generations of 
Sanskritists. ''8 

H. H. Wilson- stands with Sir William Jones, H. C. 
Colebrooke and James Prinsep among the founders of 
Oriental studies in Great Britain. He went to India in 1808 as 
an assistant surgeon. When a post as assay master of the 
Calcutta Mine became open he took it, using a knowledge of 
chemistry learned as a boy from an uncle who was in the 
Assay Department of the Government Mint in London. He 
began his study of Indian languages by learning Hindustani 
from an Indian while en route to India by ship. His career in 
India was mainly in Calcutta. Monier-Williams described his 
scholarship in this way: ‘He was never great as a scholar (in 
its restricted sense) or as a grammarian, and was quite 
untrained in the scientific methods of the German School of 
Philology.’'!? It was rather his breadth of scholarship and his 
zeal to promote Indian studies on which his fame rests. In 
addition to a Sanskrit grammar he published a translation of 
the Rig Veda, a study of the Vishnu Purana, and studies of 
the religion and philosophy of the Hindus. Modern histo- 
rians of India continue to rely heavily on his A Glossary of 
Judicial and Revenue Terms ... of British India. Although 
Monier-Williams denigrates his knowledge of Indian lan- 
guages, Lutfullah, an Indian who met Wilson in London in 
1844, was impressed by his attainments. '”° 

It was assumed that students would come to Haileybury 
well grounded in the classics and the Bible, and with some 
rudiments of modern history and moral philosophy. From 
the beginning of the college in 1806 there was an entrance 
examination given by a professor and the principal. °?! This 
appears to have been proforma, but by the 1830s it had 
become a formidable examination in which a student had to 
present evidence that he knew the Four Gospels of the Greek 
Testament and had to translate portions of Homer, Herodo- 
tus, Xenophon, Thucydides, Sophocles‘and Euripides, as 
well as the Latin authors Terence, Cicero, Tacitus, Virgil and 
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Horace. Paley’s Evidence of the Christian Religion was also an 
important work for the examination.'*? After 1836 outside 
examiners paid by the company were employed to adminis- 
ter the entrance examination and were drawn from Oxford, 
Cambridge and King’s College, London. The passing rate in 
the late 1830s appears to have been about 75 per cent.'* 

With the stiffening of the entrance requirements special 
tutors, schools and crammers developed. The examination 
may have deterred some directors from wasting their 
patronage on a totally incompetent candidate, but as Camp- 


bell observed: 


Still the art of cramming is, like other modern science, carried to 
such a pitch of refinement (being quite a profession), that most 
young men of decent education can be crammed into passing 
without remarkable talent or acquirement. !?4 


Most of the crammers were clergymen, such as C. Yeatman, 
M. Barnard, Rolfe and Peters. !” One, at least, James Morris 
of London, was a retired Madras civil servant; E. E. Rowsell 
appears to have been one of the most popular crammers. !° 
He had expected as a young man to receive an appointment 
to India and had by the time he was eighteen studied Persian 
and Hindustani, but he did not get his appointment and 
instead went to St John’s College, Cambridge, from which 
he received an M.A. In the early 1830s he began training 
students for the entrance examination and was active into the 
next decade. !?’ ; 

For fifteen years there was a special preparatory school 
called the East India Company College School. It was headed 
by the Rev. M. H. Luscombe for a period starting in 1806 
and was established mainly but not exclusively for boys 
going to Haileybury.'78 As can be seen from Table 6, only 
eight boys in 1809 and 1810 and six boys in 1819 and 1820 
presented educational certificates from the school. 

In addition to the crammers there were a few language 
schools which students attended to get a head start on the 
learning of Oriental languages before entering the college. 
The most important of these was the London Oriental 
Institution of Sanford Arnot and Duncan Forbes in Leicester 
Square. The school had been founded by John B. Gilchrist. 
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Gilchrist, who was one of the original professors at Fort 
William and who taught briefly at Haileybury, believed he 
should have been a permanent member of the staff and was a 
constant critic of the company and its college. He thought 
there was little point for those going into company service to 
study the classical languages of India. In addition, he believed 
that the vernaculars should be taught through romanized 
script. When Gilchrist ran the London Oriental Institution he 
did not take fees, but he did charge fifteen guineas for the 
textbooks used at the institution, of which he was the sole 
author. Arnot and Forbes followed the more conventional 
system and claimed to be able to teach their pupils the Arabic 
and Nagri script, to translate and speak simple Hindustani in 
three months, and to master Persian and Hindustani in six 
months. !?? Duncan Forbes was later appointed the first Pro- 
fessor of Oriental languages at King’s College, London, in 
1837, a post he held until 1861. He published a number of 
Persian, Hindustani and Bengali dictionaries and 
grammars.'*? Even after this appointment he continued to 
coach students in Sanskrit before they entered Haileybury. !*! 

Table 6 (‘Educational Institutions from which Students 
Presented Certificates Before Entering Haileybury’) does not 
give a complete summary of the educational background of 
the students, since they were required minimally to present a 
certificate of education and good character from only their 
last place of study. It is likely that more attended the public 
schools at one time or other than is recorded here. But it is 
still interesting to note that certainly less than one-third of the 
students went to the public schools. Because of the age 
requirements, few had been to the universities. Generally 
speaking, students entering Haileybury through this period 
had to be more than seventeen years old and less than twenty 
or twenty-one. The majority of those presenting college or 
university certificates had gone to Edinburgh University, 
which apparently took students at a younger age than did the 
English universities. A few had transferred from Addis- 
combe, the company’s military college. Although well over 
one-quarter of the students at Haileybury were from 
London, even these often had had their education privately 
with clergymen in small towns or rural areas. There also 


TABLE 6 
Educational Institutions from which Students Presented Certificates Before Entering Haileybury, 1809-1850 


1809-1810 1819-1820 1829-1830 1839—1840 1849-1850 


No. Pct. No. Pct. No. Pet No. Pet. No. Pct. Total Percentage 

Clergy 9 13 31 35 32 33 23 17 18 20 113 23.99 
Grammar schools and 

academies 17 25 16 18 2 2 23 17 17 20 75 15.92 
Public schools 13 19 10 11 13 14 11 11 17 18 64 13.59 
East India School 8 12 6 7 - — - - _ - 14 2.97 
Private tutor 2 3 5 6 8 8 1 1 1 1 17 3.61 
Colleges - - 4 5 1 1 18 13 2 2 25 5.28 
Addiscombe - - 5 6 3 3 4 3 2 2 14 2.97 
Special crammers - — - _ 26 27 47 35 33 36 106 22.51 
Abroad - - ~ - 2 2 1 1 1 1 4 .85 
No information 18 27 11 13 9 9 1 1 - - 39 8.28 


Totals 67 88 96 129 91 471 


Source: See n. 57. 


RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING, 1600—1860 537 


were several academies in the suburbs of London—Stanton 
and Mayors and the Manor House of Finchley were the most 
popular—to which some of the students went. 

The assumption often made then, about Britain’s overseas 
rulers having had a common secondary education in the 
public schools, does not hold for the company’s civil servants 
of this period. Of course, down until the 1840s the public 
schools were not in a very flourishing state, and their great 
period was still to come. Even though over the period about 
one-quarter of the students at Haileybury were born in India 
(see Table 5), none of them were educated there, as from the 
middle of the eighteenth century the British rulers in India 
sent their children home by the age of seven or eight to be 
brought up and educated in Great Britain. 

Even with the stricter administration of the entrance 
examination, the educational preparation of the new students 
continued to be uneven. Throughout the period of the 
college, 1806-59, its supporters and critics saw that Haileyb- 
ury functioned to give the students a common background 
and culture and direct ties to each other. Because of the 
unevenness of their previous education and the variety of 
institutions they had previously attended, they did not have 
and could not establish direct ties with the men with whom 
they were to spend their working lives. Joseph Batten, the 
principal, in his defense of the college in 1833 before the 
Parliamentary Select Committee on the East India Company 
stated: 


The College, by giving what may be called a public school 
feeling to persons previously educated in private or at inferior 
seminaries operate to render that portion of the students more 
like English gentlemen educated at our great national schools and 
universities, while at the same time it corrects the separate 
partisanships of those schools, and sends out, not so much 
Etonians or Westminsters, as Englishmen. '°? 


John Sullivan, a retired Madras civil servant, agreed with 
Batten on the effects of the college but evaluated them 
differently: 


The collection of a number of young men of the same age, and 
destined for the same scene in the same college, has always 
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appeared to me a capital mistake in the existing plan of 
-education. It deprives young men of the opportunity of forming 
a general acquaintance with the men who are hereafter to figure 
upon the public stage in this country. To rivet the affection of 
those who go early in life to India to persons and things in 
England should, always I imagine, be a main object of their 
education. . . . [Going to Haileybury] cuts them off from all 
society except what is to be found within the walls of the college, 
until they embark for India. . . and upon arrival in India they 
again associate almost exclusively with those who were their 
fellow collegians at Hertford." 


James Mill and Mountstuart Elphinstone agreed with 
Sullivan’s view of the college, Mill feeling that the corporate 
life led to habits of profligacy and Elphinstone to prejudice 
against India and Indians.'** In the original plan as discussed 
above, stress on the European side was placed on mathema- 
tics, moral philosophy, classics, history, political economy 
and law. One of the first changes in the European part of the 
curriculum was the dropping of the principal’s formal 
lectures on theology on the ground that they produced no 
effect. In the Greek course ‘a portion of the Greek Testament 
was assigned with appropriate collateral readings.’!*> Batten, 
the principal from 1815 to 1835, also gave lectures to the 
senior class on Christians of eminence, notably Paley and his 
works, ‘A View of the Evidence of Christianity.’!”° 

The instruction was in the form of lectures and set 
questions in class on lectures and readings. On the material 
they were learning the students had to prepare notebooks of 
questions and answers to be inspected and graded by the 
instructor. J. H. Rivett-Carnac, a student from 1855 to 1857, 
described the system as it applied to the law class as follows: 


We were supposed to make full notes in a ‘rough notebook’ of 
the words of wisdom that fell from the lips of our legal lecturer. 
Then we were required in the solitude of our chambers to 
proceed, with the assistance of certain law books that were 
prescribed for us, to elaborate valuable treatises on these legal 
subjects, taking our rough lecture-notes as guides. At the close of 
the month these fair notes, as the elaborated treatises were 
termed, had to be handed into the ‘legislator’ who having 
inspected them returned the books a few days later to us in class 
with his remarks, complimentary or otherwise. !37 


RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING, 1600—1860 539 


As in most educational institutions not all the students 
appear to have been interested in learning what was taught 
them. In order to obtain the certificates stating they had been 
through Haileybury the students had to pass an examination 
in one of the Oriental languages, usually Sanskrit. In 
1819 under a parliamentary act (Act 53, Geo. 3, C. 155) 
it was established that in addition to the language require- 
ment a student needed a ‘good proficiency’ (a high 
pass) in one European department (of these there were 
four), or two ‘proficiencies’ (a pass) in two European 
departments. "S 

Many of the teachers appear to have had strong religiously 
orthodox positions. William Dealtry, Henry Walter, and 
W. E. Buckley were noted Anglican theologians. Henry 
Melville, the principal from 1848 to 1857, was thought to be 
one of the greatest preachers of his day.'°? There was strong 
Utilitarian influence as well. Eric Stokes has recently pointed 
out that ‘Bentham’s ideas were being disseminated amongst 
the young Indian civilians at the East India Company’s 
College at Haileybury’!* via William Empson, a strong 
Utilitarian who lectured there for over thirty years. 

At this date there is no way of measuring how much of 
what was taught was retained in any fashion by the students, 
nor is it possible to determine how the teaching affected their 
behaviour in India. There is little evidence in the Haileybury 
Observer, the student magazine published from 1839 to 1858, 
that students were given much to serious social and political 
thought or for that matter that they were very interested in 
their future in India. Other than in their language classes 
there was little direct teaching about India. Few of the 
European subject professors had direct experience in India. 
Sir James. Mackintosh, Professor of Law from 1818 to 1824, 
had held a judicial post in Bombay from 1804 to 1811, but in 
his courses it would appear there was little thought about 
Indian law. His aim was to impart 


as much as possible of that kind of information which every 
English gentleman ought to possess . . . to elevate the minds of 
his youthful hearers to the principles of a high toned morality, 
and to imbue them with a love and veneration for all the social 
and active virtues which must enoble the minds of man.!*! 
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J. F. Leith, the Professor of Law, had practised law in India, 
and many of the Oriental professors had spent part of their 
lives there as well. As far as interest on the part of the 
students in first-hand knowledge, though, Beames in his 
frank memoir seems to sum up the prevailing attitude: 


If at any time one wanted to know what sort of a place India was, 
or what one’s future life or work there was to be like, it was 
impossible to find anyone who could give the requisite informa- 
tion. ... All we knew was that it was ‘beastly hot’ and that 
there were ‘niggers’ there, and that it would be time enough to 
bother about it when you got there.!* 


In addition to the few Europeans with direct knowledge of 
India, there were in the early years a few Indians attached to 
the college as language teaching assistants. This practice was 
dropped after fifteen years, however, as there was consider- 
able difficulty with pensions for widows of these men and 
also because of ‘the too frequently observed irregularity or 
rather immorality of conduct in Mussulmans residing in this 
country which is injurious to the discipline of the College.’!*° 
Even in the face of this attitude, Mirz Ibrahim, who was 
appointed in 1826 as Assistant Professor of Persian, was a 
Persian whose manners, dress and command of English were 
highly- admired. '*4 

Neither the students nor the faculty were overburdened 
with class work. A professor of European subjects lectured 
on the average of four hours a week and the Oriental 
professor nine hours a week. There appears to have been little 
out-of-class contact between students and teachers, and a few 
professors such as William Empson lived in London and 
commuted to Haileybury for his two days a week. Students 
were in class ten to twelve hours a week, usually from 10 
a.m. to 12 noon from Monday to Saturday. Their afternoons 
were free for amusements in the countryside: 


The great charm of Haileybury was its thoroughly rural 
surroundings. ... Bathing on the Lea in the Rye House 
meadows was a great amusement in the summer (football in the 
winter). . . . But in all seasons we used to take long walks in 
every direction.!* 


Originally there were two terms a year: 2 February to 19 
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June, then a vacation until 1 August, and then a term to 21, 
December. In 1835 there was a change from two to three 
terms a year on the grounds that it would bring the college 
into line with other collegiate institutions and would make 
the students work harder since there would not be so much 
time in the term before examinations. '*° At the end of each 
term there were examinations, followed by the visit of the 
College Committee of the Court of Directors. The commit- 
tee assembled in private with the faculty to hear the 
principal’s report and then met with the students to distribute 
prizes of medals and books and to hear the reading of the 
prize essays. The chairman of the committee, who was 
always chairman of the Court of Directors, would deliver a 
speech. Everyone appears to have enjoyed these visits. 

Most contemporary evaluators of the college, former 
students, and subsequent scholars may not agree with Sir 
Alfred Lyall who saw Haileybury as ‘one well organized 
humbug. ’!*” Few thought the contribution to the civil service 
was found in its academic instruction, distinguished as its 
faculty may have been, or in the fact that it was the first 
institution to offer training in Oriental languages in Great 
Britain, or that it offered instruction in law and political 
economy before these subjects became courses of study at 
Oxford and Cambridge.'*® There was a general feeling, 
though, that the college did instil ‘a spirit of camaraderie’ in 
the students, '*? and ‘the friendships and associations formed 
at the College constituted one of the several bonds of 
comradeship among all the civil servants during their 
administrative careers, and helped to maintain an elevated 
standard of thought and feeling in the service as a corps 
d’elite.’!°° This feeling of camaraderie would appear to have 
had several sources: the isolation of Haileybury; the relative 
smallness of the student body, which totaled 1985 over its 
fifty-two years, an average of thirty-eight per year, or 
seventy-six students in residence in the college at any given 
time;'*! and a common bond of opposition to the college 
authorities and a distaste which many apparently had for 
their projected career in India. 

The official records of the college are filled with accounts 
of riotous behaviour by the students. There were riots in 
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1808, 1°? 1809, 15° 1810,!54 1815,!55 1822,'° and 1837.15” On 
occasion students threw rocks through classroom windows, 
tore tiles off the roofs of some of the faculty houses, shot off 
guns in the quadrangle, destroyed the college back gate, 
attacked the college watchman, abused faculty members, 
shot the dogs of some of the local gentry, and generally 
‘raised hell’ in the college and in the local countryside. 
Although the college was several miles from the nearest 
towns, Ware and Hertford, students frequented these towns 
and drunkenness and gambling were activities for which the 
students were frequently admonished. Punishment of indi- 
vidual offenders was met frequently by widespread insub- 
ordination, and students as a point of honour protected 
offenders against college regulations. '°? Down to the end of 
the college, students took delight in evading the regulations 
established to govern their activities. 15° 

The bond which commentators frequently mentioned as 
being formed at Haileybury came from these extra-curricular 
activities rather than from lectures in classes or sermons in 
chapel. Even though one might argue that the values were 
false which motivated the students to act as they did, the 
ability to organize pranks and to individually and corporately 
flaunt authority may have been good training for men whose 
lives were to be governed by stringent regulations but who 
needed on occasion to act on their own. 

The college faculty was in a difficult position in maintain- 
ing academic standards and discipline. By carrying out what 
they felt should be done, they could come into conflict with 
the Court of Directors who had the final say on the college 
and who also through their patronage were appointing the 
students. If a student failed for academic inadequacies or was 
dismissed for misbehaviour, the appointing director lost as 
well, since to him each student represented a very valuable 
appointment. On occasion the principal and the faculty 
would dismiss a student, only to have a powerful director 
intervene on the student’s behalf and have the College 
Committee of the Court of Directors overrule the action of 
the faculty. 1% 

The number of withdrawls for all reasons, including 
health, change of plans, academic failure and misconduct, 
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appears to have been very low. Out of 1985 students who are 
listed as having attended the college only 281, or 12 per cent, 
did not graduate; of these 12 per cent many went to India in 
the army after withdrawing from Haileybury. 

In 1832 William Empson, Professor of Law, testified 
before the parliamentary committee that there was felt to be 
‘a moral obligation’ on the part of the faculty to send out men 
who in their opinion were not qualified. He said that when he 
joined the college and spoke to some of the professors of long 
standing—to “get as it were a map of the country’—they told 
him the faculty had been trying to raise standards of both 
conduct and academic attainment and that the ‘situation was 
much better than at the beginning of the College.’ If they did 
drop a student, Empson stated, they faced a great outcry 
from the public, since people felt it was very hard that a 
young man should lose his valuable appointment for some 
indiscretion or because of idleness.'®! 

Many of the parents of students felt the college was an 
unnecessary delay in the careers of their sons and a financial 
burden, since they had to pay fifty pounds a year in fees. 
Questions about the college were frequently raised at 
meetings of the Court of Proprietors, and the college was 
threatened with extinction in 1813 and 1833. '® In the face of 
parliamentary questions, concern of some of the stockholders 
and the fact that the running of the college cost the company 
considerable money—over £363,000 between 1805-6 and 
1830-1, or £267 for each writer produced—it is a wonder that 
the Court of Directors maintained the college at all.'© 

In 1826, faced with the need for a large number of writers, 
parliament passed an act (7 Geo.IV, C. 56) allowing a 
director to make direct appointment of writers to go to India 
after passing an examination, but without having to go 
through Haileybury. Appointment by the London Board of 
Examiners lasted a little over three years, and Stephens 
estimates about 100 men went to India via this method.'™ 
Under the company’s new charter of 1833 an attempt was 
made to introduce a form of limited competition for an 
appointment to Haileybury. Under this system the Court of 
Directors was to appoint four times the number of applicants 
as there were places at the school, and these appointees were 
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to compete for the positions through an examination. 
Apparently the Court of Directors never appointed the 
necessary number, for the competition and this plan were 
suspended after a two-year trial. '® The India Act of 1853, in 
clauses 36 and 37, established a system of open competition 
for appointment to the Indian Civil Service. This, however, 
did not end Haileybury College outright since for a few years 
there were still patronage appointments to be made. After 
January 1856 no more students were to be admitted to the 
college, and it closed in December 1857.166 

As has been suggested, the value of Haileybury to the 
students does not appear to have been in its training in any 
direct sense for the job they had to carry out in India. The 
British in India, as with their contemporary civil service, 
worked with a generalist notion of a civil servant: a man 
broadly educated and able on the basis of background, 
general knowledge and manly virtues to carry out manifold 
duties. Students learned a smattering of Oriental languages, 
of highly dubious value to them; they learned nothing about 
India per se, except perhaps to pick up or confirm some 
prejudices; and what they knew of European learning 
probably was largely acquired during their pre-Haileybury 
education. Since only a minority appears to have matricu- 
lated in the better schools of the time, this knowledge too 
was in most cases slight. The students developed peer 
relations with a group with whom they were to spend their 
lives working; they also assimilated a set of values relating 
them to their fellow students rather than to India, or even to 
Britain, or to the service of which they were members. Sir 
George Trevelyan, son of Sir Charles Trevelyan and nephew 
of Lord Macaulay, the two men most responsible for the 
system of open competition, saw this clearly when he wrote 
in 1863: 


Haileybury formed a tie which the vicissitudes of official life 
could never break. In the swamps of Dacca, in the deserts of 
Rajpootana . . . wherever the Haileybury men met they had at 
least one set of associations in common. What matter if one wore 
the frock-coat of the Board of Revenue while the other sported 
the jackboots and solar topee of the Muffasil Commissioner . . 

Had they not rowed together on the Lea? Had they not larked 
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together in Hertford ...? This strong esprit de corps had its 
drawbacks. The interests of the country were too often 
postponed to the interests of the service. But the advantages of 
Haileybury outweighed the defects.!© 


The British officials in India formed a most unusual kind of 
society with a fossil culture, cut off from close contact with 
home, recruited from several groups in English middle- and 
upper-class society, and with diverse educations. Cut off also 
from most real contact with Indian society, they had to carry 
out complex administrative tasks and constantly had to make 
decisions. It would seem axiomatic that in India they needed 
an understanding of the values and culture of their peers, 
superiors, and subordinates which the common experience of 
Haileybury gave them. !® 

Fhe life of Haileybury spanned a period of great social and 
cultural change in England. It was founded during the 
Napoleonic wars when England and Wales had a population 
of less than ten million, a figure which was to double by 
1861. During the period Greater London’s population grew 
from around 1,200,000 to over three million, and the number 
of people engaged in trade and manufacturing almost 
tripled.'©? During this time the political weight and the 
attraction of the cultural ideal of the landed gentry shifted to 
other groups; new values began to dominate British political, 
social and economic life. England was changing into an 
industrial society during the period. The civil service in 
India, and to some extent its training, did not reflect these 
shifts. From 1830 civil servants were selected more and more 
from a narrowing group of ‘old-service’ families who at one 
time may have been a key group in the social structure but 
now were really a throwback to an eighteenth-century 
society. 

In addition to structural and cultural change at home, the 
tasks of the civil service in India were changing as well. The 
administration of justice and the collection of land revenue 
continued to be important jobs, but many new skills and jobs 
were to be added. Large-scale public works, railroads, canals 
and roads were begun. Public health and famine control 
began to be important considerations, and in the-late 1870s 
with the beginnings of political activity among the Indian 
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elite, new attitudes and relations between the civil servants 
and Indians began to develop. In 1859 the constitutional basis 
of government in India became completely imperial. As far 
as the government in India was concerned, the East India 
Company ceased to exist, and new methods of training and 
recruitment for the civil service were begun. 
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Some Notes on Law and Change 
in North India* 


I. THE LITTLE KINGDOM 


As the anthropologist has turned from the study of primitive, 
isolated, pre-literate societies to that of social units which are 
parts of great civilizations, a new range of problems calls for 
description and analysis. This essay is a description of the dis- 
pute settlement process in a local region in north India and 
the effects that the establishment of British rule had on in- 
digenous dispute settlement procedures. 

The complexity of the situation in an Indian village as re- 
gards law and the process of settling disputes can be only 
briefly catalogued here. To start, let me briefly summarize 
the social system of a particular region in India. 

Senapur is a large, multicaste village in Jaunpur district of 
eastern Uttar Pradesh,’ and my remarks, unless otherwise 
specified, relate to Senapur and the immediately surrounding 
locality, which is called Dobhi taluka or tuppah. Dobhi talu- 
ka is an area of forty square miles with roughly one hundred 


* The fieldwork on which this essay is based was carried out in 1952-3 
when I was a fellow of the Social Science Research Council and Fulbright 
scholar. The Social Science Research Council’s summer seminar on Law 
and Social Relations, 1956, provided the stimulus for a preliminary analysis 
of the data on legal change. 

I would like to express my thanks to Shri Rudra Datt Singh, Shri Shri 
Nath Singh, Professor Morris Opler and Professor McKim Marriott for 
comments or assistance during the fieldwork; and my appreciation of the 
suggestions made by the late Robert Redfield. 
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villages. All the villages were ‘owned’ at one time by one 
lineage of Rajputs, locally termed “Thakurs’. Thakurs are de- 
scendants of an agnatic ancestor who conquered the area in 
the seventeenth century. One of the underlying assumptions 
in this essay is that a local area of this kind, which I will style 
the ‘little kingdom’, was the basic jural unit of upper India in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

The political organization of upper India in the latter part 
of the eighteenth century has to be viewed at two levels. At 
the top level were the successor states of the Mughal empire, 
most of them established by conquerors. Beneath this level 
were lineages which, as corporate groups, acted as the local 
rulers. A lineage, usually Rajput but occasionally Brahman, 
Bhumihar, Ahir, Jat or Gujar, controlled anything from a 
few villages up to several hundred. The British recognized a 
lineage or the headman of a lineage as the landlord of a village 
or a group of villages and made the lineage or headman re- 
sponsible for the regular payment of land revenue and 
maintenance of law and order.* In Mughal times, in addition 
to payment of land revenue, the lineage was also responsible 
for the provision of troops.’ These lineages governed the lit- 
tle kingdoms. In Mughal times there was little interference in 
the little kingdom on the part of the ruling state as long as the 
ruling lineage did not try to abrogate its tax or military 
obligation and as long as internecine warfare among the 
Rajput lineages did not break out into major battles.* 

One of the lineage functions in the little kingdom was the 
settlement of disputes. Disputes regarding caste matters, such 
as marriage, rules of commensality and caste occupational 
regulations, were settled by the caste panchayats (councils) of 
the local region. As far as I could determine in the field of 
1952-1953, the jurisdiction of the various caste panchayats 
fell entirely within the boundary of the little kingdom. Caste 
matters that could not be settled by the caste panchayat could 
be, and often were, referred to the dominant caste, the Tha- 
kurs (Rajput landlords), whose lineage controlled the little 
kingdom. This referral of caste disputes to the Thakurs was 
usual in questions of property right, inheritance, intercaste 
disputes or disputes which threatened the peace of the village 
or the region. 
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The Thakur’s power to settle disputes arising in other 
castes resident in the little kingdom was based on their posi- 
tion as landlords, the fact that all castes were tied to them 
through social, economic, ceremonial and traditional ties, 
and the fact that the Thakurs were the rajas for the inhabi- 
tants. The Thakurs defined themselves and were defined by 
those below as the ‘Lords’. The Thakurs attitude was sum- 
med up by one elderly Thakur who said, ‘We took this land 
with the sword, these other people are our dependants’.° 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in a little 
kingdom, the dominant caste controlled all castes beneath it. 
The outside government did not ordinarily interfere with 
this relationship. Disputes among members of the dominant 
caste within the little kingdom, at least in eastern Uttar 
Pradesh, could ultimately be settled by a formally consti- 
tuted council. Membership in this council was based on a 
regional division into twelve lineage segments, the basis of 
the judicial and governing body and landholding. The prin- 
cipal basis of dispute settlement in this council was probably 
arbitration® and the balancing of power so well analysed by 
students of African political organizations.’ The system of 
arbitration and power balance was reinforced by the ex- 
pectation, in pre-British times, that internal strife in the 
dominant caste would be used by surrounding groups to 
destroy the suzerainty of the lineage over its little kingdom. 

Thakurs also derived important status in their role as set- 
tlers of disputes and judges, from their claims to be kings in 
a traditional social erder. In Hindu political and legal doc- 
trine part of the function of the king was the maintenance of 
the social order, which entailed prevention of what the law 
books term ‘the confusion castes’.* Every caste had its pre- 
scribed duties to perform, as well as the obligation of mar- 
rying within the caste. The king wielded the danda (literally, 
stick) to enforce the rules of the caste system. The Brahman 
was the advisor of the king and the interpreter of law, and 
he could prescribe punishment in the form of a ritual expia- 
tion, but it was the king’s duty to see that the punishment 
was carried out. Theoretically, the castes were self-govern- 
ing in terms of setting and enforcing their own standards 
of behaviour, but the king could always be resorted to by 
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appeal from caste rulings. This aspect of the function of 
the king was preserved even into the twentieth century in 
those parts of the Indian subcontinent ruled by the Indian 
princes.” 

The Thakurs in a particular village, backed ultimately by the 
local council of twelve, ruled and adjudicated for themselves 
and for the dependent castes in matters which the dependent 
castes could not settle themselves. The separate subcastes 
below the Thakurs lived, worked, and were the dependants 
(praja) of the Thakurs. These separate and independent sub- 
castes usually settled intra-caste disputes. I will describe a 
typical procedure of settlement of disputes in one sub-caste, 
the Chamars. 


II. THE CHAMARS 


In 1952 there were over 600 Chamars, scattered in six ham- 
lets, living in the village of Senapur. The basic social econo- 
mic unit of the Chamars is the household (ghar) which is 
usually a nuclear family; the households in turn are united 
into lineages (khandan), normally traced through the male 
line. We may view the Chamars’ social organization some- 
what as the cross section of an onion, the centre ring being 
the household, the next the khandan, the next ring the ham- 
let, the next the six hamlets of Senapur, the next ring the net- 
work of villages into which Chamars marry and from which 
they take brides (a circle of four to ten miles) and finally the 
named sub-caste, Jaisvara, whose members spread over many 
of the districts of eastern and central Uttar Pradesh. 


A. The Household 


Many disputes arise in the household, primarily concerned 
with land, other property, marriage and divorce. Theoreti- 
cally, the eldest capable male is the head of the household, 
who, as part of his role, is responsible for maintaining the 
peace of the household. Often disputes arise in the household 
which are adjudicated at different levels in the Chamar orga- 
nization and at times are adjudicated by persons outside the 
Chamar social organization. 
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B. The Khandan (Lineage) 


Disputes that arise within the household are usually taken 
first to the leader of the Khandan. Since the Khandan is local- 
ized in one part of the hamlet and since there is little that does 
not take place within earshot of the other households, the 
Khandan leader is aware of the dispute from its inception. 
Minor quarrels can usually be settled by allowing the partici- 
pants to vent their anger and then suggesting a simple com- 
promise. 

Many disputes arise among members of different house- 
holds of the same khandan. Disputes are frequent over use 
of land in front of houses, the hamlet well, property still 
held in common after partition, insults, suspicion of petty 
thefts and the use of witchcraft. If a dispute cannot be set- 
tled easily by the khandan leader, the leader or one or both 
of the participants may ask the hamlet at large to hold a 
meeting (panchayat) to hear and settle the dispute. Hamlet 
meetings to settle disputes may be formal or informal. An 
informal meeting will include leaders of all the khandans in 
the Chamar hamlet, heads of the households who are avail- 
able and any interested persons in the hamlet. The meeting 
will assemble in a traditional spot, usually the open space 
near one of the hamlet wells. Everyone who attends will 
have considerable knowledge of the dispute in question and 
know and be affected by the chain of relations and disputes 
which lie behind it. The meeting is opened by the hamlet 
leader; he asks the party calling the meeting to explain the 
reason for doing so. Then each side states its case in a de- 
clamatory fashion, with no attempt at cross examination or 
rebuttal except to dismiss the whole story of the other side. 
The other people attending the meeting comment on the 
facts, either to support or deny the statements made, and 
may also comment upon human nature, the stresses of iife, 
the evil of Thakurs, the disputatious nature of women, or 
general morality. There is no apparent systematic method of 
determining the facts of the situation. Probably all the 
listeners are aware of the facts. When questions of fact do 
arise, they usually pertain to actions which took place out of 
the hamlet or village. Throughout the meetings the khandan 
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leaders or the hamlet leader take members of the contending 
parties aside to talk with them and urge them to compro- 
mise. If the dispute concerns an insult or a simple land or 
marriage question, it might be settled by the informal ham- 
let meeting or a series of hamlet meetings. If the dispute is 
complicated or if it entails direct infringement of caste reg- 
ulations which could result in the outcasting of one or more 
of the participants in the dispute, the participants in the in- 
formal meeting ask for a formal meeting of the hamlet with 
the addition of outside leaders from the other Chamar ham- 
lets, possibly some other low-caste leader noted for his abil- 
ity as a mediator, the Thakurs of the disputing Chamars. 
And if the case entails witchcraft some noted divines and ex- 
orcists are summoned. 

The procedure of the formal hamlet meeting is very simi- 
lar to the informal one with the exception that the outside 
leaders are called upon for advisory opinions. As they are 
not as directly involved, they often ask direct questions of 
fact. 

When divines and exorcists are present they appeal to 
their spirits through rituals to get information about the 
witchcraft charges. If Thakurs are present they usually take 
the lead in questioning and suggest formal solutions. As far 
as I could determine there was little question of what the 
‘law’ was in disputes. Everyone knew what was appropriate 
behaviour in marriage and inheritance. Many Chamars 
could make general statements as to what were rules of be- 
haviour, and then back up their statements with cases and 
decisions of meetings (panchayats). There was no recourse 
to a knowledge of sacred texts, law books, or current civil 
or criminal law. The law which the Chamars know is cus- 
tomary law, often at variance with aspects of traditional 
Hindu law. 


C. Hamlet Councils 


Disputes arising among members of different khandans in 
the hamlet are treated in much the same fashion as disputes 
within the khandan, with the exception that there will 
almost certainly be outside Chamar judges. In matters that 
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come up for consideration before the hamlet council the 
question of outcasting is present from the beginning of the 
dispute, since disputes at this level most often entail caste 
regulations, such as non-fulfilment of the social and ceremo- 
nial obligation to invite a hamlet mate to a feast, irregularity 
in marriage or disobeying a caste rule regarding occupation- 
al activities. Theoretically these questions could arise at the 
khandan level, but it is very rare that one khandan mate will 
charge a member of his own khandan with such a serious 
matter, and if he did the charge would be discussed at least 
before the whole hamlet. 

Let us look at the situation in which a hamlet mate has 
not invited another hamlet mate to a feast and ceremony 
which is given at one of the life cycle ceremonies. The 
general rule is that when a household is celebrating a life cy- 
cle rite all adult males from the khandan and at least one 
adult male, usually the head, from every other household in 
the hamlet is invited. An invitation requires attendance. If a 
feast is being held and one household is not invited, its 
members call for a hamlet meeting and ask for an explana- 
tion of the breach. If the explanation is not satisfactory they 
demand that the offending household be outcasted. 

When a Chamar family is outcaste, no other Chamar will 
allow its members to share the hukka (water-pipe)—a sym- 
bol of caste solidarity. In extreme cases people will not 
allow an outcasted family to draw water from the hamlet 
well; they will not even give the outcasted family fire from 
their hearths; and ultimately, outcasting entails the inability 
to marry off children, since Chamars will take daughters 
from or give daughters to an outcaste household. 

Outcasting among the Chamars is not a permanent condi- 
tion. The most severe outcasting that I know of is twelve 
years, the penalty for incest. Usually a family is fined a cer- 
tain amount of cash and charged to give one or two feasts. 
If the family promises to pay the fine and give the feasts 
within the stipulated period, its members will not be out- 
casted to the fullest extent (i.e. not being able to use the 
hamlet well or get fire). Usually they will not be invited to 
feasts or allowed to use the hukka until they fulfil the require- 


ments of the fine, but ordinary social intercourse continues. 
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D. Village and Inter- Village 


In Senapur a full meeting of the leaders and representatives 
of all the Chamar hamlets is rare. There is little likelihood 
for personal disputes to arise among the Chamars across 
hamlet lines, since they do not share land and property and 
since, except in work situations, they do not interact much. 
There are meetings, which could be termed all-village meet- 
ings, to consider general rules of behaviour; for example, 
thirty or more years ago the Chamars decided to stop taking 
cow-dung out to manure their Thakurs’ fields since they felt 
this was too degrading. It is difficult to reconstruct how this 
was decided, but some informants said there was a general 
meeting on the question. 

Inter-village meetings among the Chamars are not un- 
common, the main impetus is to settle disputes about mar- 
riage and divorce. Typically, the conjugal problem is a wife 
running off and her refusal to return to her husband’s vil- 
lage, or a husband’s refusal to support a wife. In cases of 
this sort the aggrieved party will call upon his khandan, 
hamlet or village leader to have a meeting with his counter- 
part in the other village. A meeting will be held, usually in 
the village of the accusing party or in some neutral spot. 
Leaders from both groups of Chamars will assemble, plus 
some neutral Chamar leaders or other low-caste leaders, to 
hear the case. It is my impression that proceedings in these 
inter-village meetings are much more formal, with an 
attempt to present the evidence systematically. When a deci- 
sion is reached entailing a penalty, enforcement is the re- 
sponsibility of the leaders of the hamlet or village in which 
the penalized party dwells. The general sanction enforcing 
the ruling of the inter-village Chamar meeting is the threat 
to cut off marriage relations by the aggrieved group, and 
then to get other Chamar hamlets and villages with which 
they have relations to do the same, thereby in effect outcast- 
ing the whole village group of Chamars. 


HI. THE DISPUTE SETTLEMENT PROCESS AMONG 
THE CHAMARS 


This description very much over-systematizes and simplifies 
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the actual processes of intra-caste disputes among the Cha- 
mars. The distinctions between the types of meetings are 
not explicitly made by the Chamars, and, as can be seen 
from my description, one type of meeting can easily flow 
into another type. In general, the processes of settlement are 
similar in all types of meetings, and might be summarized 
as follows: 


A. Leaders and Audience 


The general rule is that the leaders of the units of the per- 
sons involved will act in some sense as mediators, since by 
social definition the position of each leader depends on his 
ability to function not only as a leader of one unit but to 
lead in the next larger unit and take a wider role and more 
active part in it; hence, he would endanger his role of leader 
in the wider circle if he were to push the claims of his im- 
mediate followers too much. In essence, I judge it is the role 
of the leader to bridge the gaps between the rings of the so- 
cial ‘onion’, by balancing between advocate of the rights of 
his immediate followers and the demands of the wider social 
group. All interested parties, whether they be leaders or 
directly concerned with the dispute, are free to attend meet- 
ings, to comment and to take part in the proceedings. The 
people attending form the ‘public opinion’, and part of the 
leader’s function is to sense, as well as direct, ‘public opin- 
ion’, as it develops at the meeting. 


B. Talk and Time 


Essentially, a dispute among the Chamars seems to get set- 
tled through talking it out. The act of talking seems to re- 
lieve some of the aggression built up in the dispute. No one 
is cut off, and a person can raise any issue or problem he 
wants. On several occasions I attended meetings in which 
what appeared to be completely irrelevant issues were dis- 
cussed for hours. The Chamars do not expect to settle the 
dispute in any specified number of meetings. A meeting will 
last three or four hours and then be adjourned for a week; 
meanwhile, mediators will talk to the parties in the dispute. 
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The meeting will be reconvened and there will be more 
talk. Eventually a ‘compromise’ will be suggested, and even 
though it may be more favourable to one party, as long as it 
can be defined as a compromise in a rhetorical sense both 
parties seem to be satisfied. 


C. The Relevant Dispute 


Very often a meeting will be held ostensibly to hear one dis- 
pute, and people will then discuss and adjudicate another 
dispute which lies behind the antagonism and comes to the 
surface as a side issue. They feel no necessity of ‘sticking to 
the point’. The Chamars do not lead a segmented life in 
which behaviour or situations can be compartmentalized 
easily, and they see no point in trying to decide matters only 
on the basis of an immediate situation. 


D. The Personal Characteristics of the Disputants 


The Chamars in their daily lives have clear ideas about the 
relative worth of their fellow Chamars. When it comes to 
settling a dispute the Chamar sees no reason why he should 
not include his knowledge of the disputants in his evaluation 
of the dispute. Some men’s promises are worth more than 
others, some are known to be quarrelsome, some are re- 
latively rich, well-connected, or dependants of important 
Thakurs. Some come from honourable Chamar families, 
some are educated, some have travelled, some are loose 
morally, some are stupid, some lazy—all these personal 
characteristics are known, enter into the adjudicative process 
and need not be made explicit. 

Thus far I have described ony two aspects of disputes and 
dispute settlement in a north Indian Village: the traditional 
organization and position of the Thakurs in the little king- 
dom of the late eighteenth century; and the process of intra- 
caste dispute settlement among the Chamars. The description 
dealt with the horizontal organization of the society and dis- 
putes arising in segments of this horizontal organization, 
but did not treat vertical organizations of the village and dis- 
putes which arise in this organization nor with the far- 


564 SOME NOTES ON LAW AND CHANGE IN NORTH INDIA 


reaching social, economic, political and legal changes which 
have affected the wider society of north India, the little 
kingdom and the villae. 


IV. INTER-CASTE DISPUTES 


Central to the settlement of inter-caste disputes within the 
village is the role of the Thakurs. When the British estab- 
lished their rule in the lands of the Raja of Benares at the 
end of the eighteenth century, they tried to maintain the sta- 
tus quo of the dominant caste relating to other castes and to 
the land, by recognizing the dominant caste as zamindar. In 
Dobhi taluka these were the Thakurs. 

Castes other than the Thakurs in Dobhi taluka were 
tenants and/or servants of the Thakurs. In pre-British times 
the servants (Chamars, Kahars, Barais and other low castes) 
were little better than slaves. James Thomason, a British 
civil servant in the early nineteenth century in upper India, 
described the relationship in the following terms: 


They the -Urzal neither have nor assert in general any rights, 
other than the will of the Zemindar. They take what land he 
gives them, and pay the utmost that they can, either in money or 
in kind. Besides their direct contribution to his rental, they ren- 
der him many personal services. If Kuhars, they carry his Palank- 
een, merely receiving in return food to support them during the 
time. Other classes bring him wood, tend his cattle, or perform 
numerous other similar services for very inadequate remunera- 
tion. Under former Governments this power was no doubt rec- 
ognized, and permitted. They were the predial slaves, who were 
beaten without mercy for misconduct, and were liable to be pur- 
sued, and brought back if they attempted to escape. Their state is 
now much improved. The power is now conventional. '° 


The Thakur, given his position as zamindar and his caste 
status, settled disputes which the caste meetings could not. 
At present the Thakurs are most often involved as mediators 
in disputes among low castes which involve questions of land 
and property, but sometimes they are involved in disputes 
which threaten the peace of the village, or which involve a 
particular Thakur’s dependants and cause him to feel that the 
dispute is disrupting the dependant’s work for the Thakur. 
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Usually, in a dispute in which a Thakur is taking a role, the 
disputants are called to his house and he hears both sides. He 
may ask a low-caste leader to attend and give advice on a par- 
ticular point of ‘law’, 2s customary law varies from caste to 
caste. The Thakur has considerable power as landlord to en- 
force his decision. Until fairly recently Thakurs beat low- 
caste men with little fear of the consequences. One respected 
Chamar leader described a situation in which he was beaten 
by his Thakur: 


I was plowing in my field when he came. My Thakur started to 
beat me with a lathi (a large bamboo club). I kept right on plow- 
ing. I told my Thakur that I did not strike him back because he 
was my Thakur, otherwise I would not stand to be beaten. 


My grandfather was chaudhri leader of the sub-caste, my father 
was chaudhri, and I am chaudhri, so for three generations our 
word has carried weight, and I have never been insulted except 
by my Thakur. I was capable of taking revenge, but I thought 
BBS was my Thakur and therefére equal to my mother and 
father and he should not be insulted. 


The Thakur could bring to bear the ultimate economic 
sanction of preventing dependent castes from cultivating the 
land, as theoretically and until recently actually, all depen- 
dent castes were tenants of the Thakurs. 

In summary, one can say that the Thakurs had the econo- 
mic, social and political power to settle any dispute arising 
among the castes below them. The question of a dispute be- 
tween a Thakur and a low-caste man rarely arose because, as 
Thomason pointed out, the relationship was that of master 
and servant. A dispute could arise, but the only real recourse 
the servant had was to withdraw his services by fleeing and 
to seek the protection of some other dominant caste. There 
apparently was social pressure on a Thakur to treat his ser- 
vants and tenants with a certain amount of noblesse oblige. 
This social pressure was exercised by other Thakurs who had 
a well-developed idea of the treatment of their dependants. 
Before the twentieth century the Thakurs saw to it that their 
dependants were fed, clothed and housed, and the tenant 
knew that his Thakur would protect him in most crises. 
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V. SETTLEMENT OF DISPUTES AMONG THAKURS 


Disputes among the Thakurs of the village were frequent, 
bitter and often violent, both in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Older informants recounted incidents when Tha- 
kurs along with their dependants would fight other Thakurs, 
often involving bloodshed. These fights would often be over 
questions of land, but more frequently would arise over in- 
sults. Some Thakur families appear to have had traditional 
feuding relations, sometimes stretching over four or five 
generations. There were always several Thakur families in 
the village who were recognized as more powerful and im- 
portant than others, and when a dispute arose the disputants 
would try to enlist the aid of these powerful families.'" It is 
important to note that a tremendous amount of time, energy 
and money went into these Thakur disputes, but divisive as 
they were limited to the little kingdom. The Thakur council 
of twelve mentioned earlier provided a court of final ad- 
judication for disputes: The process of settlement of disputes 
among the Thakurs was one of balancing of antagonisms and 
mediation and compromise, and the process described for the 
settling of intra~caste disputes among the Chamars is prob- 
ably similar to the process of settlement of disputes among 
the Thakurs. The most important fact is that disputes ulti- 
mately were settled on a local basis within the little kingdom. 
The prestige and power system was largely bounded by the 
little kingdom. The Thakurs and other castes within it could 
always unite in the face of outside threats. The little kingdom 
was, however, far from self-sufficient; extensive networks 
involving marriage, ritual activity, economic activity and 
military activity extended to the outside and related the little 
kingdom to wider networks, but questions of law and judi- 
cial procedure were concerns which affected only the little 
kingdom. 


VI. THE CHANGING POLITICAL, LEGAL, ECONOMIC AND 
SOCIAL SITUATION 


Thus far I have been writing as if the village and little king- 
dom were unchanging isolated units, unaffected by outside 
events in north Indian society. Obviously this was not the 
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case. I seriously doubt if the village of Senapur was at any 
time stable, since in the pre-British period warfare and 
famine must have had considerable effect on the social struc- 
ture of the village and little kingdom. The description I have 
given is an abstraction and to some extent a caricature; 
however, since the establishment of British rule in the late 
eighteenth century, a number of developments have markedly 
changed the relationships within the village. The initial effect 
of the establishment of British rule was a stabilization of the 
society by guaranteeing the position of the Thakur as zamin- 
dar and by eliminating internal warfare. The British streng- 
thened the position of the dominant caste by the extension of 
the cultivation of cash crops, notably indigo and sugarcane. 
The Thakurs as landlords derived the greatest benefit from 
the initial extension of the cash crop economy. In the 
nineteenth century the new sources of income were used by 
the Thakurs to strengthen their traditional way of life and 
their traditional position vis-à-vis low castes. 

Opler and Singh have outlined the forces that have affected 
Senapur from the beginning of the twentieth century to the 
present. '? The period has seen a large rise in population with 
the concomitant rise in pressure on land, which, coupled 
with a rise in agricultural prices, has made land a very valu- 
able commodity. During this period Senapur, through the 
building of railroads and the spread of “Western style’ manu- 
factured goods, has increasingly been drawn into an all-India 
market and ultimately a world market. Higher standards 
of education and the rise of urban occupations in com- 
merce, industry and administration have increased opportu- 
nities for employment outside the village and have exposed 
the villager to a wide range of urban contacts. The establish- 
ment of British and, later, Indian administrations has greatly 
weakened, if not destroyed, the importance of the little king- 
dom as a political-judicial unit. Land reform has altered the 
relationships among Thakurs and their dependants, and the 
nationalist struggle, democratic elections and movements for 
social and economic uplift of the low castes have destroyed 
the moral base of the relationships of superordination- 
subordination among the Thakurs and their low-caste depen- 
dants. Even this brief listing of some of the variables at work 
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indicate the far-reaching changes taking place in Senapur and 
the little kingdom. 


VII. LEGAL CHANGES 


In 1795, after twenty years of indirect rule, the full legal and 
administrative structure of the East India Company was ex- 
tended to Banaras. The company’s goal was the full and reg- 
ular collection of the land revenue, and as a step toward this 
goal courts were established, the judges of whom were Brit- 
ish employees of the company. The principle disputes in 
these new courts were questions of ownership of land and 
rates of revenue and rent. 

In the area of personal law (marriage, divorce, inheritance 
and adoption) the district courts administered Hindu law for 
Hindus and Muslim law for Muslims. The courts adminis- 
tered criminal codes written in the middle of the nineteenth 
century which were a mixture of British and Muslim crimin- 
al law, and acts and laws passed by the various provincial 
legislatures and governors. This latter group includes the 
very important topic of land law. 

When the British established their courts in India they were 
cognizant of substantive law, but did not think that the pro- 
cedural law and the courts, as they found them in the late 
eighteenth century, were adequate. In fact, some of the early 
British administrators thought there was no court system 
other than that which the Mughals had imposed in north 
India. They ignored local indigenous adjudication procedures 
and modelled the process of adjudication in the courts on that 
of the British law courts of the period. 

Almost from the establishment of British courts in India, it 
was apparent to the British that there were serious faults in 
these courts. It took years for disputes to be resolved, 
and there were too many appeals from lower courts. Use 
of forged documents and perjury in the courts became 
endemic. *? It was evident that courts did not settle disputes 
but were used either as a form of gambling on the part of leg- 
al speculators who were landlords or merchants and who 
turned to the courts to wrest property from the ‘rightful’ 
owners, or as a threat in a dispute. There is apparently no 
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quicker way of driving an opponent into bankruptcy than to 
embroil him in a law suit. Most people would go to any 
length to avoid going to court. It is likely that most of the 
cases that went into courts were fabrications to cover the real 
disputes.'* The British were constantly concerned with re- 
forming the courts. This concern entailed, in Uttar Pradesh, 
the shifting of the language of the court from Persian to Hin- 
du, Urdu and English, imposing severe penalties for bring- 
ing false cases, reform of the police and establishment of local 
panchayats. But the flood of cases continues, and, at least 
based on my experience in 1952-53 and on a brief revisit in 
1958, there is no apparent abatement in this cycle of false 
cases and what an historian, Percival Spear, has termed the 
Indian peasants’ ‘slot machine’ attitude towards the courts. 

It is my thesis that the present attitude of the Indian peasant 
was an inevitable consequence of the British decision to 
establish courts in India patterned on British procedural law. 
The way a people settles disputes is part of its social structure 
and value system. In attempting to introduce British pro- 
cedural law into their Indian courts the British confronted the 
Indians with a situation in which there was a direct clash of 
the values of the two societies; and the Indians in response 
thought only of manipulating the new situation and did not 
use the courts to settle disputes but only to further them. 

The British thought that, by providing an honest jsdge 
and establishing firm rules of evidence and court procedure, 
the judge could determine the facts in the case and, with his 
knowledge of the law, hand down a just decision. But from 
the brief description of the process of adjudication of intra- 
and inter-caste disputes which I have given above, several 
value conflicts are apparent. 


A. Equality in the Eyes of the Law 


Basic to British law is the idea of the equality of the indi- 
vidual before the law. North Indian society operates on the 
reverse value hypothesis: men are not born equal, and they 
have widely differing inherent worth. This theme or value is 
basic to the whole social structure and is expressed most 
clearly in the caste system. When Indians go into a court they 
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are supposed by definition to lose their outside statuses. 
It is not Thakurs and Chamars who are having a dispute but a 
defendant and a complaintant. The adversary system has de- 
veloped to equalize the persons in court. To an Indian peasant 
this is an impossible situation to understand. The Chamar 
knows he is not equal to the Thakur. He may want to be 
equal but he knows he is not. The Thakur cannot be con- 
vinced in any way that the Chamar is his equal, but the court 
acts as if the parties to the dispute were equal. 


B. Status and Contract 


As in the nineteenth century when Sir Henry Maine wrote 
about India, the Indian peasant society is one still largely 
dominated by values surrounding the concept of status. The 
landlord-tenant tie is not just a contractual relationship, as it 
is treated in law, but rather it is a hereditary relationship hav- 
ing important social and ceremonial concomitants which 
cannot be treated as contractual relations. Two Thakurs dis- 
puting over a piece of land are not only buyer and seller with 
a contractual tie but, in classificatory kinship terms, are 
brothers or uncle and nephew. In Max Gluckman’s terms, 
the Indian village is a multiplex society in which people are 
tied by a network of relationships, and some of these ties can- 
not be summarily cut by a decision of a court. People must 
continue to live and work together in the multiplex society. 
So decisions of the courts based on ideas of contract do not fit 
the value system and social structure of the Indian village. 


C. The Importance of the Decision 


Central to British law is the necessity of a decision, if a case 
comes to court. It appears that the indigenous adjudication 
procedure of India is geared to postponing a clear-cut deci- 
sion as long as possible, the goal being to have the parties to 
the dispute compromise their differences in some way. If a 
compromise is not possible, the minimal requirement is to 
maintain at least the fiction of a compromise, especially in an 
intra-caste dispute. This fiction is not possible in the court, 
where the situation is defined in terms of winning or losing. 
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D. Settling the Case and Only the Case 


The British legal system, as it has been adopted in India, rests 
on the idea that the courts will adjudicate the dispute that is 
presented to it. Very often, even in the caste meetings, the 
case which is ostensibly the crux of the dispute is only a 
minor expression of a long-standing antagonistic relationship 
between two families or groups. Often when I discussed a 
case with a villager, he would start out by discussing events 
and disputes of twenty years ago. A specific case does not 
stand alone but is usually part of a string of disputes. The 
caste meeting can and does deal with the string of disputes, 
and over a period of time will try to mediate the basis of the 
dispute. The British court, given the nature of the adjudica- 
tion process, can deal only with the specific case presented by 
the contending parties. 


VII. SUMMARY 


I have detailed the areas of change and conflict which brought 
about the situation in which law is used not for settling dis- 
putes but for furthering them, and where the courts are 
looked upon as a place for harassment or a place in which to 
gain revenge. 

The Rajputs, their way of life, values and power, were 
dominant in the little kingdom. Everyone else was subser- 
vient to them within the little kingdom, and although the 
dominant Rajputs were in a position of subordination to the 
Mughal government or, later, to the Raja of Banaras, these 
superordinate political powers did not in any way challenge 
the Rajputs’ control in their own little kingdom. The Rajput 
landlords settled all disputes arising among the castes below 
them that were not of an intra-caste nature, and through the 
functioning of their own Council were able to settle disputes 
among themselves. 

British legislation regarding land revenue was the first 
assault, albeit unintentional, on the solidarity of the Rajputs, 
by making engagement for revenue with individual members 
of the lineage and recognizing individual interests in the land 
of the little kingdom, rather than assessing the taluka as a unit 
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and considering the land to be held by the entire lineage— 
both practices in effect before British rule. As a result of the 
British policies the Rajput saw that his economic position was 
not as tightly bound with that of the other members of the 
community as it had been. Although separate engagements 
were part of the land revenue settlements of 1789 and 1839- 
1942, they do not seem to have impinged strongly on the lit- 
tle kingdom until the settlement of 1880-2, when, in con- 
junction with a rapidly expanding role network and increas- 
ing urban experience, the Rajputs began to look outward for 
prestige and power. 

Before the end of the nineteenth century the little kingdom 
was an almost closed prestige system; prestige depended on 
the amount of land one inherited from his ancestors, the sta- 
tus of his family in relation to the founding ancestors, and the 
number of low-caste followers that he could muster. When 
the Rajputs began to turn government employment, educa- 
tion and business outside the little kingdom, a new source of 
wealth and prestige was introduced. A Thakur could now 
convert the money he had made as a police officer in the 
British administration to buying land, building a large house, 
marrying his daughter into a more prestigeful clan; and in a 
generation’s time a family could move from a lowly position 
into one of great importance in the village and the local area. 
Election to a position on the district board enabled a Thakur 
to use his knowledge of the government and his acquaint- 
anceship with government officials to better his position and 
to help his followers in the village. Education, in addition to 
opening up new opportunities which could be converted to 
higher status within the community, also resulted in a grow- 
ing familiarity with law and the courts. 

In addition to new sources of prestige and power which 
were in opposition to the principles on which the old prestige 
system was built, the expanded role network made the Tha- 
kur more aware of the possibilities of manipulation in the 
courts and what could be done through influence and the use 
of questionable practices. 

The Rajputs have always had a highly developed sense of 
their own importance, honour and position. Their traditional 
occupation was warfare and they have a highly developed 
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martial ethic. With the coming of the British, outside warfare 
stopped; the basis of the solidarity of the group was cut away; 
they no longer had to co-operate from fear of outside inva- 
sion or subjugation; and with the changes in land tenure it be- 
came advantageous for individuals to break their ties with the 
group. This change led to increased feuding, competition for 
position and attempts to ruin fellow Thakurs. In this new 
scramble for prestige the courts provided an excellent battleg- 
round in which to carry out a fight against both their caste fel- 
lows and the lower castes. A wealthy Thakur who went to 
court looked forward to not just one quick case, but to a 
series of cases, appeals, adjournments and counter appeals 
through which a poorer competitor could be ruined. Since 
British procedure and justice appeared capricious to the Indi- 
ans, someone with a bad case was as prone to go to court as 
someone with a good case. The standard was not the 
justice of his case but his ability to outlast his opponents. 
It became a mark of pride among the Thakurs to outwit an 
opponent through the use of the courts and law, and the 
prestige of a family was tied to its success as a litigant and its 
ability to ruin its competitors in court. 
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Anthropological Notes on 
Disputes and Law in India* 


INTRODUCTION 


In this essay I will review some of the results of research by 
anthropologists and other sociologically oriented scholars on 
questions of disputes and law in India.' By and large this dis- 
cussion will be restricted to those parts of South Asia which 
after 1947 became part of India. The interesting question of 
law in those parts of South Asia whose traditional legal sys- 
tems are heavily influenced by Islam are beyond the scope of 


this essay. 
In this discussion I will follow E. A. Hoebel’s definition of 
law: ‘A social norm is legal if its neglect . . . is regularly met, 


in threat or fact, by the application of physical force by an in- 
dividual or group possessing the socially recognized privilege 
of so acting’ (Hoebel 1954:28). 


* This essay was first published in American Anthropologist, vol. 67, no. 6, 
pt 2, December 1965. It draws on field work in a north Indian village in 
1952-3 which was supported by the Social Science Research Council and a 
grant under the Fulbright Act, and documentary research in England and 
India, 1958-9, supported by the Humanities Division of the Rockefeller 
Foundation. The Committee on Southern Asian Studiss of the University 
of Chicago and the Arts College of the University of Rochester have also 
provided financial and other assistance. The opportunity to participate in 
the Social Science Research Council’s Summer Seminar on Law and Social 
Relations (1956) directed by Professors. E. A. Hoebel and Harold Berman 
was crucial in developing my interest in the study of Indian legal systems. I 
have benefited from the comments of Marc Galanter, Harold Levi and 
F. G. Bailey. 
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In the present as in the past for most Indians there are at 
least two analytically distinct sets of social norms and arenas 
in which norms are sanctioned. Following Galanter (1963:b), 
I will term these two sets of norms ‘local law-ways’ and 
‘lawyer’s law.’ “Local law-ways’ are the norms sanctioned by 
those individuals and groups whose authority is essentially 
based on their position within restricted political systems, 
and in which nation-state authority may be present but is not 
essential. In concrete terms I will discuss the role of village 
headmen, village councils, dominant castes, subcaste and 
caste headmen and councils, and the norms that they enforce. 

‘Lawyer’s law’ refers to ‘the statute books and law reports’ 
(Galanter 1963n: 2) and Dharmashastra, the rules governing 
behaviour embodied in Sanskrit texts and commentaries. 
The lawyer’s law is that set of norms sanctioned by the 
national and state courts and administrative systems and their 
personnel. 


LOCAL LAW-WAYS 


Most individuals in rural India have two sets of predominate 
social relations, one that ties them to a village community 
which may be viewed as a vertical set of ties and one that 
connects them horizontally to their biradari and jati (sub- 
caste). For each of these sets of social relations, there are 
norms that can be considered legal, and ‘individuals and 
groups possessing the socially recognized’ authority to apply 
physical force to enforce them within the local communities. 


Agencies for the Sanctioned Use of Force to 
Maintain Village-wide Norms 


There is a wide variety of authority structures described in 
existing literature on Indian rural society that are part of the 
process of maintenance of village-wide norms. Villages in 
India differ greatly in size, caste composition, nature of land- 
holding, nature of political and economic dominance, and the 
presence or absence of tradition-supported councils for ad- 
judication of disputes (Dube 1955:3-4; Marriott 1960; Beals 
1961; Cohn 1962b:427-8). The classification of villages I will 
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follow is adapted from that developed by Alan Beals in his 
study of conflict in a region of Mysore (Beals 1961, 1962:84- 
9, 1964). The classification is based on village size and the na- 
ture of dominance particular castes can utilize in settling dis- 
putes. The four kinds of villages are: (1) villages with a small 
population of one caste; (2) multicaste single-head villages; 
(3) multicaste dominant-caste villages; (4) multicaste non- 
dominant caste villages. 


Villages with a Small Population of Single Caste 


(Examples: Rosser 1952, 1955; Beals 1961:31; Berreman 1963). 
By and large in these villages caste norms and village norms 
are coterminous; almost everyone is roughly of the same sta- 
tus, at least as far as caste ranking is concerned. In such a 
situation norm maintenance and adjudication within the vil- 
lage is a problem of articulating ‘public opinion.’ Rosser’s de- 
scription of Malana, a Kulu village in the Himalayas, stands 
as an extreme example of this structural type. 

Malana is an isolated village of 500 people. Of these, all but 
three households are of one caste, the Kanets, who are culti- 
vators. In this predominantly endogamous village, cases of 
breach of village norms, such as disputes over boundaries, 
attacks on persons and livestock by dogs, and theft, are heard 
by the village council. This council is composed of three 
hereditary officers and eight elected officials and meets on a 
platform set aside for this purpose. There is a formal means 
of notifying the council when a person in the village is 
aggrieved. When council meets, all adult males assemble in 
front of the council to listen to the deliberations, and after the 
council of eleven reaches a decision, two members squat be- 
fore the assembled population and announce the decision. 
“That is, each council decision is followed by an immediate 
referendum to the general public. If the majority of the public 
approve, the decision is ratified as it were, and becomes final’ 
(Rosser 1955:75). 

If the council decision is not ratified, there is further deli- 
beration by the council until there is an agreement by both 
public and council. The sanctions the council can apply are 
fines, and in extreme situations ostracism, or in effect exile. 
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The council controls supernatural sanctions of the village deity. 
Sirkanda—a small, almost single-caste village with a 
population of 384, 87 per cent of which is Rajput—does 
not fit the type so neatly as does Malana, as there appears 
to be considerable unresolved conflict among the Rajputs of 
the village (Berreman 1963:269-84). However, even here, 
without the formality of the council of Malana, some 
disputes—those regarding sexual offenses and attempts to raise 
status—can be heard by an informal council (panchayat). 


Panchayats are ad hoc rather than permanently constituted bodies. 
Their membership is recruited by invitations sent out by elders of 
the households involved to other interested households, who 
then send representatives. The membership varies with circumst- 
ances, but it is traditionally confined to the high castes. . . Since 
Councils consist of high caste people, Rajputs dominate them in 
Sirkanda. . . Within the council, discussion and decision making 
are quite democratic, with the expected deference to age and gen- 
eration. . . . Councils or panchayats serve mainly to coordinate 
and express public opinion. Usually the members of the council 
are well aware in advance, of the facts and opinions relevant to 
any dispute put before them. Their decision is often a means of 
making official that upon which there is already general agree- 
ment (Berreman 1963:280-1). 


Multicaste Single-head Villages 


In some villages there is recognized by the inhabitants a sing- 
le, most important and powerful individual, who because of 
his status is in a commanding position to settle disputes. Such 
roles are described in Gopalpur, a small village in northern 
Mysore (Beals 1962:58-60), Shamirpet in Hyderabad (Dube 
1955:45), Deoli (Fatehapura) in Rajasthan (G. Morris Car- 
stairs 1955:33; 1957:21). 

The nature of dominance by an individual or family in each 
village is different. In Gopalpur there is a Gauda (revenue 
headman?) whose grandfather ruled seventeen villages. ‘Dai- 
ly he rode his horse through the villages under his control, 
punishing immodest women, and chastising those who quar- 
reled or misbehaved’ (Beals 1962:59). The Gauda’s position 
was based on his wealth, which permitted him to distribute 
grain and cloth and to hold large-scale, village-wide cere- 
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monies as well as an official state position. Even though the 
present Gauda of Gopalpur does not exercise his role fully, 
‘when a man’s field is robbed he goes to the Gauda’s house to 
complain. Ifa man’s wife runs away, he reports to the Gauda’ 
(Beals 1962:59). 

In Shamirpet there is a headman (Deshmukh) in whose 
family the position has been hereditary for 300 years. His 
position would appear to be buttressed by the fact that his 
family owns 800 acres which is 25 per cent of the total land of 
the village (Dube 1955:72). Dube (1955:65) describes his role 


as follows: 


By virtue of his wealth, position and the contacts he maintains 
with powerful government officials, the Deshmukh is a pivotal 
figure in the village and enjoys a position of great influence. 
Although his word is no longer law, he still wields very great in- 
fluence in the village and is always given a place of honour at all 
village ceremonies. Village disputes of any importance are al- 
ways referred to him, and his decisions are seldom disregarded. 


The Deshmukh works through a village council, in which he 
takes a prominent part, and guides the deliberation ‘in such a 
way that his wishes in the matter are carried out’ (Dube 
1955:65). From Dube’s account of this council, the handling 
of disputes, and the role of headman, we do not learn how his 
role is affected by the factions mentioned as part of the coun- 
cil (Dube 1955:202). 

In Deoli, a Rajasthan village (bazaar?), the dominant figure 
is a prince, and it would appear that the location of the village 
in the shadow of his place makes his presence overwhelming 
(G. Morris Carstairs 1955:33, 1957:21). Only the Deshmukh 
of Shamirpet, of the three cases cited, appears to continue to 
fulfil some of the expectations that a role of a dominant single 
headman demands; he has the hereditary position and the 
economic base to achieve superordination. Apparently in 
most of the other villages economic and social change has so 
altered the social system that the dominance of one individual 
in dispute settling and norm enforcing is impossible. 

There would appear to be some cultural expectations that 
the role of a headman is based not only on office, economic 
dominance, or ability to marshall force, but also on the ideal 
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of a just and good man. Beals (1962:53) reports that in Gopal- 

pur: 
The average man’s image of the Gauda, the Village Headman, is 
of a man who is wise and admirable, in every way superior to 
ordinary men. The Gauda, himself, the superior man who is 
wealthier and better educated than anyone else, is an essential 
part of the social order. A good Gauda is a man who is fair, a 
man who arbitrates disputes, a man who sets fire to evil doers. 
The ‘strength’ of a Gauda is derived neither from force of arms 

- nor from land ownership. It is derived from the fact that the 
Gauda is, by definition, wise enough and good enough to thread 
the difficult path between conflicting values. 


John Hitchcock (1959a:395—407) and Ralph Retzlaff 
(1962:39-—44) have described how a man fulfilling the ideals 
of a wise arbitrator, a good leader, emerged in a large Rajput 
village, Khalapur, in western Uttar Pradesh. The village in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had a reputa- 
tion of harbouring Rajputs who raided and stole in other vil- 
lages and were given to feuding and intracaste strife at home. 
The ‘ideal’ headman came from one of the largest families of 
Rajputs with extensive holdings in the village. This gave him 
power and leisure; in addition, he was able over a period of 
time to fill all the government-appointed roles of authority in 
the village, as Mukhya (police headman), Sarpanch (head of a 
government-appointed council) and Lambardar (tax head of 
one of the major land-holding sections of the village). He was 
literate at a time when many Rajputs were not and could 
mediate between the village and outside officials. Above all, 
he convinced everyone that his concern was for the good of 
the village, not for himself aiid his family. At this time (the 
1920s) a religious reform movement, the Arya Samaj, was 
actively proselytizing social reforms among the Rajputs of 
Khalapur, and the ‘ideal’ headman led this movement as well. 

T. Scarlett Epstein, in her comparative study of two My- 
sore villages (1962:282), reports in one of the villages that 
there is in the mythological charter of the village strongly 
stated the preference for a leader who ‘was a good arbitrator 
rather than a strong personality’. 

It has been suggested by political scientists Weiner (1956) 
and S. Rudolph (1961) that leadership based on wisdom 


NOTES ON DISPUTES AND LAW IN INDIA 581 


rather than force is central to Indian political values and 
draws its support from the traditional religious philosophical 
systems. Morris Carstairs, a psychiatrist who has tried to 
combine anthropology and Freudian oriented psychiatry in 
his Rajasthan study, suggests that people he knew felt it bet- 
ter to be a ‘third party’ to a dispute than to be the victor. 


In time, the verb samjhana (to impart instruction) became recog- 
nizable as an element in everyone’s experience, providing a coun- 
terpoint to the prevailing distrust. The role of moral adviser, 
counselling moderation and control of ones passions, is one 
which compels an impulse to obey, and at the same time a sur- 
render, however temporary, of one’s customary suspiciousness. 
In this context, the mediator is allied with something very deep- 
rooted in the personality, the super-ego itself. (Carstairs 
1957:47.) 


The question of cultural or psychological explanation is 
complicated by the multiplicity of expectations regarding au- 
thoriy. Hitchcock describes Rajput ideals, in martial terms, 
as one of the major traditions in India. The Rajput is ambi- 
tious to attain political power, which means physical prowess 
and ability to marshal men to fight. He is ‘brave, mettlesome 
and quick to perceive and resent an insult’ (Hitchcock 
1959b:12). Gitel Steed, who studied a Rajput dominated vil- 
lage in Gujarat, sees the Vaghela Rajput’s “dedication to goals 
of power and rule and to military standards of bravery. They 
held themselves to be descendants of the goddess Vaghesvari, 
a tigress manifestation of Sakti, herself a goddess of immense 
powers’ (Steed 1955:114). This, of course, was at variance 
with the behaviour of the ‘ideal’ headman of Khalapur, him- 
self a Rajput, and with the expressed ideals of the Gauda of 
Gopalpur. 


Multicaste Village with a Dominant Caste 


The commonest kind of village described in the recent 
anthropological literature on India is one with a relatively 
large population (700 and above), with a large number of 
castes (10 to 25), and dominated by a single caste. The recurr- 
ence of this kind of village in the literature, I think, is in part 
an artifact of the anthropologist’s interest in the caste system 
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and thus his choosing as a research site a situation in which 
the interaction of a large number of castes can be observed. 
Whether this is ‘the typical’ village in India may lie open to 
question but it is the typical village chosen by most anthro- 
pologists to study. M. N. Srinivas (1955a:17—18) described a 
dominant caste in a village of this kind in the following 
terms: 


The settlement of disputes in the village occasionally brings out 
_ the importance of one caste which is locally dominant, and the 
dependence of the other castes on it. . . A caste may be said to be 
‘dominant’ when it preponderates numerically over the other 
castes, and when it also wields preponderant economic and poli- 
tical power. A large and powerful caste group can more easily be 
dominant if its position in the local caste hierarchy is not too low. 


Srinivas later added to these characteristics of a dominant 
caste, ‘the number of educated persons in a caste and the 
occupations they pursue’ (Srinivas 1959a:1). 

Table I summarizes some data on twelve villages which on 
the basis of published accounts could be characterized as hav- 
ing a dominant caste. The basis, nature and degree of domi- 
nance exercised by the dominant caste vary in each village, 
but economic control, primarily in relation to control of 
land, is central to dominance. In Rampura, Kumbapettai, 
Senapur, Rampur, Khalapur and Kasandra the dominant 
caste, in effect, controlled until recently all the land in the vil- 
lage. With the exception of a few artisan and serving castes and 
traders, all others in the village were tenants or labourers on 
the land of the dominant caste. The serving and artisan castes 
in these villages were compensated in part by the dominant 
caste with rights to cultivate land. Other forms of economic 
dependence are involved in money and grain lending. In most 
of the villages other castes represented with any large num- 
bers tend to be very low in rank, often Untouchable, and 
those whose traditional occupation is agricultural labour. In 
Senapur the low caste are Chamars who made up 34 per cent 
of the population (Opler and Singh 1952a:179). In Kum- 
bapettai there are two Adi Dravida castes accounting for 38 
per cent of the village population; in Mohana, Chamars and 
Pasis accounted for 42 per cent of the population. In Bisipara, 


TABLE 1 


= Dominant Caste Villages 


Village Location Popula- No. of | Dominant Ritual* Rank Order in % of Land Control Degree of Cross Intercaste Extra Village 
tion Castes Caste of Dominant Population Population Dominance Caste Village Connection of 
Caste Faction Council Dominant 
Caste 
1. Rampura Mysore 1,523 18 Okkaglia M 1 48% Own more land than H No Yes Yes 
Central rest of castes combined 
2. Tottagadde Mysore 480 8 Havik H 1 40%  ownall cash crop land H No No No evidence 
(Malnad) Brahmans 
3. Kumbapettai Tamiinad 962, 20 Smartha H 2 30% Traditionally controlled H No No Yes 
Tanjore Brahman all land 
4. Senapur Eastern 1,852 23 =‘ Thakur H 2 23% 82% H/M Yes No Yes 
U.P. (Rajput) 
5. Rampur Delhi 1,095 13 Jat M 1 59% Over 80% H No Yes? Yes 
‘6. Khalapur Western 5,000+ 32 Rajput H 1 44% own almost all land H Yes No ? 
U.P. 
7. Mohana Central 575 15 Thakur H 2 21.5 41% M/L Yes No No evidence 
U.P. (Rajput) 
8. Bisipara Highland 685 22 Warrior H 2 19.3 28% M Yes Yes No 
Orissa 
9. Kasandra Gujarat 850 13+? Vaghela Rajput H 2? 13% all H ? No Yes 
10. Ramkheri Malwa 912 25 Rajput M 2 13% 24% M/L No Yes Yes 
11. Wangala Mysore 988 12 Okkaliga M 1 60% 89% H No No No 
12. Dalena Mysore 807 10 Okkaglia M 1 80 97% M No No No 
*HæHigh  M=Medium L=Low. 
Sources 
(1) Srinivas 1955a, b, 1959a (7) Majumdar 1958, Majumdar et al. 1955 
(2) Harper 1957, 1959a, 1959b (8) Bailey 1955, 1957 
(3) Gough 1955a b, 1960 | (9) Steed 1955 
(4) Opler and Singh 1948, 1952a, b, Opler 1959, Cohn 1955, 1959 (10) Mayer 1956, 1958, 1960 
(5) Lewis 1958 (11) Epstein 1962 


(6) Hitchcock 1959 a, b, 1960, 1963, Retzlaff 1962 (12) Epstein 1962 
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the Boad outcastes are the most populous caste in the village 
with 22 per cent of the population. 

In the other villages three kinds of population distribution 
are apparent. In Rampur, Khalapur, Wangala and Dalena 
there are small but significant numbers of priests and Un- 
touchables, but the numbers of the dominant caste would 
appear to overwhelm them. In Kumbapettai the second most 
popuious caste is a low but clean agricultural caste. Only in 
Ramkheri and Rampura are there no large numbers of Un- 
touchables, and a significant number of castes of a rank near 
the dominant caste. There is no statistical material in Steed’s 
description of Kasandra. There would, however, appear to 
be a significant number of Rajputs of other clans than the 
dominant caste (Vaghela Rajputs) and low-caste Kolis, who 
are labourers on the lands of the Vaghela. 

In most of the dominant-caste villages, the nondominant 
castes, including Brahmans if they are present and are not the 
dominant caste (i.e., Rampura, Rampur, Khalapur, Mohana, 
Bisipara, Ramkheri, Wangala, and Dalena), are tied to the 
dominant caste through a number of structured relationships 
among which are the Jajmani system, landlord-tenant, con- 
tractual labour and debtor-creditor relations. 


The Jajmani system is a system of distribution in Indian villages 
whereby high caste land-owning families called Jajmans are pro- 
vided services and products by various lower castes, such as 
carpenters, potters, blacksmiths, sweepers and laundrymen. 
Purely ritual services may be provided by Brahman priests 
and various sectarian castes, and almost all serving castes have 
ceremonial and ritual duties at their Jajman’s births, mar- 
riages, funerals, and at some of the religious festivals (Kolenda 


1963:11). 


Without going into all the aspects of this system, it is suffi- 
cient to note that landholders are the centre of the system, 
and even though there may be reciprocity of several types in 
the system, the Jajman (landholder) is dominant. The tie of a 
tenant to his landlord, particularly if there is any caste rank 
distance between the parties, is much more than a simple eco- 
nomic tie; it implies followership in political matters on the 
part of the tenant and protection of his follower on the part of 
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the landlord. There are often ritual obligations for both par- 
ties as well. In some villages there are semipermanent con- 
tractual arrangements binding the agricultural labourers to 
the landed, such as a permanent ploughman or worker (Cohn 
1955:64; Harper 1959:767; Srinivas 1955a:27). 

Srinivas (1955a: 26-31) talks of the sum of all these 
subordinate-superordinate kinds of relations as patron-client 
relationships, which not only link persons of different castes 
but which may link rich and poor of the same caste as well. 
Although economic control is important if not central to the 
functioning of a dominant caste, there are other important 
sources of dominance that are apparent. One source of domi- 
nance is recognition, often in the form of formalized lead- 
ership and adjudication roles, for some members of the 
dominant caste by a superordinate political power. The Brah- 
mans of Kumbapettai were granted landlord rights in the 
village by the Maratha Raja of Tanjore in the 1780s (Gough 
1960:20—21). In 1816 the British created the institution of a 
village headman, with revenue duties, and some minor admi- 
nistrative functions. “Though appointed by the government, 
the headman of Kumbappettai is of a necessity a Braman 
landowner, he could not otherwise assert authority in the vil- 
lage’ (Gough 1955a:43). Unlike the Deshmukh of Shamirpet, 
the ‘headman’s role is superfluous’ in the traditional adminis- 
trative structure of the village (Gough 1955a:44). 

In Ramkheri, which until recently was part of a small 
princely state, Dewas Senior, there were four headmen. The 
posts were hereditary: two from each of the Rajput clans rep- 
resented in the village. Originally the appointments were 
made by the Maratha Maharaja of Dewas. The headmen still 
offer annual personal fealty to the Maharaja at the festival of 
Dasahra. The headmen collected the taxes, reported on se- 
rious breaches of the law to the police, and tried to settle less 
serious disputes informally in the village (Mayer 1958a:408— 
9; 1960:92-5). In settling disputes the headmen were assisted 
by what Mayer terms a ‘headman’s council,’ an informal 
ad hoc body which could include non-Rajputs (Mayer 
1958a:409). Mayer (1960:97) notes that the official status of 
the headmen was to some degree shared by their caste 
fellows: 


586 NOTES ON DISPUTES AND LAW IN INDIA 


Thus, headmen were members of the Rajput caste group, and, 

conversely, all Rajputs tended to have something of the ruler 

about them, and to arrogate this to themselves. (The ‘patel,’ with 

which all Rajputs in Ramkheri are addressed, is not entirely a 

form of courtesy, but represents their status). 

The fact of the ‘royal’ appointment of headman and the ex- 
tension of this is the main reason for considering Ramkheri a 
dominant-caste village rather than a large multicaste village 
without a dominant caste (see below). The Rajputs do not 
have numerical superiority, as there is an agricultural caste, 
the Khali, roughly equivalent in status, which has 63 more 
members. The Rajputs are not much wealthier on the whole 
than others in the village. In social rank they are allied with a 
number of other castes in the village, Gosain, tobacco-curer, 
barber, and potter—that is, in ritual interdining situations 
they sit in the same line and take kacca (boiled) food from 
each other (Mayer 1960:36-7, 1956). 

Kasandra, the Vaghela Rajput village in Gujarat, was a 
Talukadai village in which the British government recog- 
nized the Vaghela lineage as overlord of the village. Recogni- 
tion by the British of the Vaghela Rajputs as overlords en- 
abled them ‘to press tenants into whatever economic and 
political activities they pleased’ (Steed 1955:109). The Rajputs 
called themselves royal ‘rulers’ (darbars); everyone else in the 
village was known to the rulers and themselves as the ‘sub- 
jects’ (praja) of the overlords. In Bisipara the Warrior caste 
derives some of its lingering power as a dominant caste from 
the fact that it was recognized by the British rulers as over- 
lords of territory containing tribal Khonds and that the head- 
man of the village, as of the Khonds, was from a Warrior 
lineage—as are all village headmen in the region around 
Bisipara (Bailey 1957) 

Another source of dominance is seen in the Dobbi Thakurs 
of Senapur and the Dabas Jats of Rampur. In these villages 
the dominant caste is a segment of a lineage that formerly 
dominated a wider area. In Senapur the Thakurs were part of 
a taluka (little kingdom) of 100 villages that a founding ances- 
tor was believed to have conquered some fourteen gene- 
rations ago. The 20,000 or more Thakurs in this taluka are all 
agnatically related and at one time functioned as one maximal 
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lineage (Cohn 1959a: 79-80; Opler and Singh 1948; also see 
Cohn 1962a: 315-16). The Dabas Jats occupy fifteen more- 
or-less contiguous villages and control five others which 
accept Dabas Jat leadership. There is a council of Dabas Jats 
from this territory (Lewis 1958:23). 

In multicaste villages having a dominant caste there are a 
wide range of situations in which its members use their posi- 
tion and authority in a juridical fashion. The most direct ex- 
ample of such authority is illustrated by an incident reported 
by Gough (1955a:40) in a Tanjore village: 


In 1932 the non-Brahman cowherd of an elderly, bed-ridden 
Brahman began secretly to cohabit with the Brahman’s young 
third wife. Though they suspected this, the Brahmans did no- 
thing until one day the youth left his landlord’s house by the 
front door, a route traditionally forbidden to non-Brahmans 
when they enter a Brahman house. Both Brahman and non- 
Brahman informants reported to me that a Brahman of the next 
house and his son then beat the cowherd with sticks, hustled him 
into an empty house down the street, and there castrated and kil- 
led him. The body was found a few hours later hanging from the 
rafters of this house. My Brahman informant described with 
dramatic skill how the non-Brahman constable of the district cal- 
led to the scene by the village headman in accordance with his 
official duties, grew round-eyed with horror and said fearfully, 
ʻO Parppar, have you killed this man?’ The village headman at 
once silenced him with a bribe of three hundred rupees, a death 
certificate was issued, and a report was drafted to the effect that 
the cowherd, harassed by debts, had hanged himself in despair. 
His brothers, lessees of the Brahmans, were thankful to hold 
their peace and escape without eviction. 


The non-Brahman had committed a serious crime by coha- 
biting with the Brahman woman; he compounded this 
by using the front door of a Brahman house. At least three 
different Brahman households apparently participated in 
the punishment, the father and son who killed the man, the 
headman who bribed the policeman to keep it quiet, and 
the deceased non-Brahman’s brothers’ landlord who could 
evict them if they complained. The juridical function of the 
dominant caste is not usually exercised with such speed and 
finality. In the literature there are many examples of taking 
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disputes over irrigation rights, boundaries, trespass, assault, 
slander, to one or two respected elders of the dominant caste 
(Srinivas 1959a:7; Majumdar 1958:107—14; Harper 1959: 466- 
7). In minor matters, apparently, the presence of a disin- 
terested third party with the power of the dominant caste be- 
hind him is sufficient to enforce a settlement. 

More complex disputes and more serious breaches of vil- 
lage norms would appear to call for more formal juridical 
procedures, which can be subsumed under the term pan- 
chayat. A panchayat is frequently described in the literature 
as a council that puts emphasis on membership and proce- 
dure. However, here it is better to think of a panchayat as a 
set of related processes of arbitration and adjudication. Even 
the kinds of processes noted above, when one or two 
dominant-caste men listen to a dispute, are ofien referred to 
as a panchayat. More serious disputes, such as those over 
land, debt, succession to property or office, ritual prece- 
dence, theft and assault, or breaches of ritual norms that 
might cause villagewide pollution, may come to the domi- 
nant caste. The participants may belong to other castes or 
may be from the dominant caste itself. A panchayat in which 
dominant-caste men participate usually does not take cogni- 
zance of matters internal to other castes—marriage, succes- 
sion when property is not involved, caste rules regarding 
commensality and pollution, disputes over caste property. 
The resolution of these kinds of disputes will be discussed be- 
low. It should be noted that the panchayat from the dispute 
settlement is not a characteristic only of a dominant-caste vil- 
lage but is reported also from all types of villages in India. In 
the dominant-caste village, there is a locus of authority that 
may be absent in other kinds of villages or in castes without 
the formal office of headmen. 

There is, apparently, little question of what ‘the law’ is in 
panchayat proceedings. A dominant caste can abide by the 
customary law of the caste in which the dispute arose (Srini- 
vas 1955a:18; 1959a). In general, however, the attempt in a 
panchayat is to settle the dispute on the basis of some sort of 
equity; if it is a dispute over property, a solution that can be 
thought of as a compromise is often sought. 

In crimes resulting in some village pollution, ritual puri- 
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fication is often called for to re-establish the status quo. Mayer 
(1960:264) gives such an example (to be responsible for the 
death of a cow is a very serious crime in Ramkheri and can 
cause pollution to the whole village): 


A potter was accused of having beaten a cow which intruded into 
his backyard. The-cow leapt over the wall to escape his blows 
and suffered internal injuries from which it was said she died two 
days later. A witness asserted that he had seen the potter beat the 
animal, and a council was convened of village leaders (not the 
subcaste). About a dozen people went to the main temple; two 
lots were placed in a pot, and a small child told to choose one. He 
chose the lot marked ‘sin (pap)’ rather than that of merit (punya) 
and the man was judged guilty. 


The expiation followed immediately, with the potter half- 
heartedly living for a day in a shed to maintain the fiction that 
he was out of the village. About a week later he fed twenty 
caste mates from nine villages and paid a fine of 50 rupees to 
the subcaste temple (Mayer 1960:265). 

The case is interesting as the village leaders acted in a mat- 
ter normally reserved to a subcaste; however, there were 
only two members of the subcaste in the village, so a subcaste 
panchayat could not be assembled quickly, and since thus the 
chance of pollution to the village would have been too great 
the village leaders acted. Dominant caste panchayats have the 
power in a number of villages to ostracize those who will not 
obey its rules. The Harpers give several examples of this over 
the last twenty years (Harper and Harper 1959:463): 


If he [meaning the person ostracized] is a Havik [Brahman], 
coolies are not allowed to work for him, priests cannot perform 
ceremonies in his house, no one in the village will visit him, and 
often he suffers petty thefts. If anger in the community mounts 
high enough he may have arecanuts stolen from his trees or have 
his pepper vines cut. If he is a non-Brahman neither will he be 
employed by anyone in the village nor will he be loaned money 
... Other people in the village cannot visit him. This rela- 
tionship is often expressed among Sudras by saying ‘no one will 
even lend him fire.’ 


Mayer (1960:124) quotes a case in Ramkheri where a man 
defied the village leaders and was boycotted. The boycott 


590 NOTES ON DISPUTES AND LAW IN INDIA 


had gone on for five years but was beginning to break down, 
and since the man had political ambitions his defiance of the 
village leaders was useful in that, at the time of study, he was 
beginning to enlist other dissidents in the village. In addition, 
he had a strong enough economic position to hire labourers 
from another village, at a higher rate, to cultivate his land. 
Apparently there was also some conflict in values in those 
carrying out the boycott since near kin were allowed to 
attend ceremonies at the man’s house—the village leaders 
acknowledged the ritual obligation of kin to be paramount. 

The power and influence of the dominant caste is not abso- 
lute over lowercaste people, who often use supernatural or 
other means of appeal to redress grievances with the upper 
caste (Gough 1960:50). The dominant caste is subject, as a 
part of the village, to some of the same norms as others in the 
village. Noblesse oblige on the part of the dominant caste and 
their need for the labour or service of a dependant would 
appear to be the main basis for redress of a wrong committed 
by a member of the dominant caste against one of his depen- 
dants. In Senapur, if a Chamar felt he was treated too badly 
by his Thakur patron, he could flee to another village. There, 
through his affinal or matrilineal kin, he could seek the pro- 
tection of his relative’s patron and become a dependant on the 
land of another village. Often the Thakur whose Chamar had 
fled would try either directly or through the new patron to 
get his Chamar to return. When this happened, the Thakur 
had to follow the form of compromising the dispute rather 
than just forcing his dependant to return. 

Another means of redress for an aggrieved lower-caste 
person, if his dispute was with his own patron, was to seek 
the help of his patron’s enemies within the dominant caste. 
Permanent or semi-permanent splits in the dominant-caste 
group are reported for most of the dominant-caste villages 
(Lewis 1958: 114-54, Majumdar 1958:114-23; Harper 
1959:461-2; Bailey 1957: 194-5; Opler 1959; Mayer 1960: 
126-7). 

Thus far I have stressed the role of the dominant caste in 
relation to members of non-dominant castes. The question of 
adjudicating disputes within the dominant caste itself is more 
complicated since the locus of authority is not so clear cut as 
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it is when neither of the parties is of the dominant caste. Dis- 
putes within the dominant caste are often over land or family 
status and prestige and tend to drag on for a long time. 

Many of the disputes within the dominant caste start with- 
in the extended or joint family over partition of jointly held 
property. Srinivas describes such disputes in Rampur in the 
following terms: 


Partition disputes generally tend to drag on. When the idea is 
first mooted, it is at the end of a series of quarrels for which the 
women, especially those who have come in by marriage, are 
usually blamed. The elders who are approached to effect a divi- 
sion of the property among the coparceners usually advise them 
to stay together and keep their women in control. After a while 
quarrels again break out, and finally elders concede that it is bet- 
ter to divide than to quarrel perpetually. Then a second set of 
quarrels occur—how should the property be divided and who 
should get what? There are some conventions regarding this, but 
they do not prevent quarrels. After the property has been di- 
vided, one member feels that he has fared badly and he demands 
a redistribution. In such a case, adjustments are made with some 
difficulty and the document registered to ensure that similar de- 
mands are not made again. Another set of quarrels arise during 
the paddy transplantation season where the bunds separating the 
flats are trimmed, and brothers, who are usually neighbours, 
accuse each other of encroachment. Rights of way across a 
brother’s field and right to irrigation water flowing through it, 
are other matters over which disputes occur. Such disputes go on 
for years. The partition of property among brothers does not 
promise amity and it is frequently found that adult brothers are 
not on speaking terms with each other. While members of a 
lineage show solidarity in relation to other lineages, among 
themselves there are tensions. The narrower the lineage-span, 
the greater the tension (Srinivas 1962:113; for a full discussion of 
the course of joint family disputes see Srinivas 1952). 


There are two main types of factions reported in the litera- 
ture that divide the dominant castes: (1) Where some or most 
of the dominant caste are of one lineage, for example Ram- 
pur, divisions follow major lineal divisions in the maximal 
lineage (Lewis 1958:114-54; Mayer 1960:126-7; Steed 1955: 
116-18). Here close kinsmen tend to be found in the same 
group. (2) Where cleavage appears between close agnatic kin. 
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Senapur seems to be the best example of this (Opler 1959). In 
a system where land is controlled by a family or segment of a 
lineage based on agnatic descent and virilocal residence, it 
would seem logical that dispute would be most frequent 
among close kin, unless there is some clear seniority princi- 
ple. (Or, as is described in the African societies such as the 
Nuer, unless solidarity is a contingency that depends on the 
level of segmentation in the lineage or clan at which the dis- 
pute takes place.) Despite the publications of Lewis, Mayer 
and Epstein, there is thus far not enough published material 
to account for why some land-holding groups can maintain 
solidarity while others develop factions. 

Some of the dominant village groups are part of larger net- 
works within their subcaste, which have or had formal or in- 
formal mechanisms for adjudicating disputes within the 
group. The Jats in Rampur had a network of 15 viliages over 
which there was a panchayat (Lewis 1958:11). The Dobhi 
Tahkurs in the nineteenth century had a panchayat for the 
whole taluka (Opler and Singh 1948; Cohn 1959). The Havik 
Brahmans, although they did not have the formal mechanism 
of a subcaste panchayat, had the supernatural means of a 
holyu, in which an aggrieved person could seek intervention 
from spirits either in the village or at the subcaste temple 
(Harper 1957). Harper also gives an interesting account of 
long-standing disputes between two Havik Brahmans who, 
after several unsuccessful panchayats in the village, went into 
the urban courts—which still did not settle the dispute. Finally 
‘a panchayat composed of men from other villages with an 
inter-village reputation for their ability to solve difficult cases 
and with stature greater than that of the uru ejmanru [one of 
the parties in the dispute] recommended that the younger 
man seli the disputed property to the elder man, which was 
done’ (Harper and Harper 1959:467). 

In most of the dominant caste villages there are accounts of 
long-standing antagonisms, active disputes, or feuds. Some 
of these are between individuals (Harper and Harper 1959; 
Gough 1956:840-1) and some are between factions (Bailey 
1957:194—5; Opler 1959; Lewis 1958:113-54). Factionalism 
can be a long-standing, although not a permanent, feature of 
village dominant-caste social structure. Lewis traces the 
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agnatically based Jat factions of Rampur to before the Mutiny 
of 1857. Srinivas (1959a:7) gives an interesting example of a 
village, Rampura, in which for a long period there had been 
two factions. In the 1920s the sons of the two faction leaders 
were able to compose their differences as they had become 
friends in school. When Srinivas was studying the village 
(1948-52) they were able to co-operate to contain disputes 
within the village and to eliminate factionalism. 

Without underestimating actual or potential permanent 
breaches of solidarity within the dominant caste, there would 
seem to be at least three factors that enable the dominant caste 
to maintain its position without being factionalized as in the 
villages without dominant castes or headmen. These are (1) 
the need to co-operate in rituals and ceremonial occasions (2) 
‘cross cutting ties,’ and (3) the threat to the position of domi- 
nance from a lower caste or a combination of lower castes. 
The southern Indian villages described by Gough, Srinivas 
and Harper, where there is cross-cousin and uncle-niece mar- 
riage and a sharper gradient in the caste system, would seem 
to be more affected by the first two of these factors in main- 
taining some dominant-caste solidarity. In the northern vil- 
lages of Senapur, Rampur, Mohana and Khalapur, over the 
last forty years and more intensively since Independence in 
1947, there have been social, religious and political move- 
ments that have encouraged lower castes to challenge the 
position of the dominant caste. In Rampur in 1926 the Cha- 
mars refused to pay the traditional house tax levied by the Jat 
landlords. The Chamars took the case to court and lost: ‘All 
the Jat factions united in opposing Chamars’ (Lewis 1958:74). 
In Senapur the Noniyas, a clean but low caste, under the 
stimulus of a subcaste-wide reform movement, took to 
wearing the sacred thread, claimed higher ritual status, and 
refused to perform their traditional acts of service for the 
dominant Thakurs. The Thakurs united to raid the Noniya 
hamlet, beat them, and fined the hamlet 25 rupees (Rowe 
1960:66—70). In the late forties most of the low-caste village 
members united to contest village elections and to demand 
higher wages from the Thakurs. At first some Thakurs co- 
operated with the lower castes, but when a Thakur was 
beaten his son killed one of the lower-caste leaders of this 
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movement as revenge, and all Thakurs supported him when 
he was arrested and tried for the crime (Cohn 1955:68-72). In 
Mohana (Gokanakalan) the Pasis, pig herders, started wear- 
ing the sacred thread and the Thakurs organized a village 
panchayat to outcaste them (Sinha 1960). Gould (1963a, b) 
has described a village where the Ahirs, cowherds, apparent- 
ly have been successful in supplanting a Thakur headman 
who has ruled the village and maintained the Thakurs in a 
position of dominance for 50 years. It is interesting to note 
that in this village there are only nine families of Thakurs and 
45 families of Ahirs and 25 families of Kurmis, so that clean 
but low castes have a high numerical dominance in the village 
(Gould 1960:485). 

Epstein (1962:183—5) reports that in Dalena, stimulated by 
a Congress Party worker, the Untouchables, by means of 
staging a drama, offered corporate and symbolic defiance to 
the dominant peasant caste. Although factions had prevented 
cohesive action by the dominant caste in most other issues 
that arose during Epstein’s nine-month stay, this action was 
met by strong corporate response from the peasant caste, 
who imposed a lock-out on their untouchable labourers. 


Multicaste Village without a Dominant Caste 


There are several excellent descriptions of villages that at the 
time of the anthropologists’ research did not have a dominant 
caste: Gopalpur (Beals 1962) and Namhalli (Beals 1955a, b, 
1959; Siegel and Beals 1960a, b) in Mysore, and Kishan Garhi 
(Marriott 1955a, b; 1960) in western Uttar Pradesh. Gopal- 
pur, which had previously had a full effective Brahman head- 
man (see above) has representation of three important clean, 
but low, castes: farmers 227 or 45 per cent, shepherds 105 or 
20 per cent, saltmakers 51 or 10 per cent of the population. 
There are representatives of 12 other castes in the village 
(Beals 1962:36). Namhalli, a village of 615 people 15 miles 
from the city of Bangalore, has 17 different castes of which 
nine are important. Of these, all except the Madiga, an Un- 
touchable caste, are roughly equivalent in status. These castes 
contain two-thirds of the population (Beals 1959:427-8). 
Kishan Garhi, a village of 857 persons, is divided into 24 
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castes and has two castes competing for dominance—Jata and 
Brahmans (Marriott 1955b: 106-9). Historically, six Jat 
lineages were the dominant landlords of the village, but in 
the last thirty years, with increasing security for permanent 
tenants, Brahmans have come to have more and more de facto 
control of the land in the village, and by 1952 they controlled 
58 per cent of the village lands (Marriott 1960:14). In addition 
a goatherd is the largest land controller in the village. These 
two castes, or rather the leaders in each of these castes, are 
competing for control of newly state-introduced village gov- 
ernmental bodies (Marriott 1955a: 106-9). 

Namhalli, as it was in 1952-3, was a village apparently 
completely factionalized, in which there appears to have been 
no adequate means to adjudicate disputes or enforce village- 
wide norms. 


This can be illustrated by the case of Muda. Muda was brought 
before a council of elders in 1953 and accused of stealing another 
man’s wife. He was convicted and ordered to return the 
woman’s jewelry to her former husband and to pay a small com- 
pensation. On hearing his sentence, Muda walked out of the 
council meeting. When he was called back, he said, ‘I was just 
going out to defecate.’ Because this statement constituted an in- 
sult to the council, an effort was made to force Muda to retract 
his statement. Muda flatly refused to pay this fine or to retreat 
from the insult. When threats were made, Muda countered by 
saying the council had no legal authority and that unless they re- 
traced their statement he would sue them in an urban law court. 
Ultimately, Muda’s crime went unpunished because the elders 
knew from experience that the actions of any law court would be 
unpredictable and that the decision made by a law court would 
be based as much upon statements made by Muda’s friends as 
upon their statements. The traditional legal system was rendered 
ineffective by the new legal system, but it was not replaced by it. 
(Siegel and Beals 1960a:408. A similar point on the multiplicity 
of levels of the legal system is made in Cohn 1959a:89-93.) 


Not only was there no adequate legal machinery in the vil- 
lage, but also: 


The village seemed to lack any sense of direction or purpose. The 
old patterns of relationship between kinsmen and among jatis no 
longer seemed effective. Conflict among brothers, between hus- 
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band and wife, between different jatis, even between friends, 
seemed to be endemic. Almost every day there was a suicide, a 
wife beating, a theft, or a violent quarrel. . . Necessary coopera- 
tion to maintain water courses within the village, to repair village 
streets and approach roads, to purify drinking water wells, and 
to carry on the social and ceremonial life of the village, was not 
forthcoming (Beals 1962:94-5). 


Beals and Siegel characterize the situation in Namhalli as 
one of ‘pervasive factionalism,’ by which they mean the in- 
ability of the groups and subgroups within the society to 
maintain enough co-operation to achieve the goals of the 
society (Siegel and Beals 1960a:406—7; 1960b: 108-9). Perva- 
sive factionalism grows out of the inability of a community 
to handle social and cultural change adequately, resulting in 
part from what Siegel and Beals term ‘strain.’ The tendency 
in the study of Indian factionalism, and for that matter of all 
forms of conflict, is to view these situations as abnormal or 
bad. This view has a number of sources. Until anthropolog- 
ists began to investigate Indian villages intensively, we work- 
ed with a model of the Indian villages derived from 
nineteenth century social philosophy in which, following Sir 
Henry Maine we viewed the village as a self-sufficient, inde- 
pendent, corporate entity. Sir Thomas Metcalf, a British 
administrator of the early nineteenth century, provided the 
original conceptualization of the ideal community when he 
wrote in 1830: 


The village communities are little Republics, having nearly 
everything they want within themselves, and almost indepen- 
dent of any foreign relations. They seem to last where nothing 
else lasts. Dynasty after dynasty tumbles down; revolution suc- 
ceeds to revolution. ... If a country remains for a series of 
years, the scene is of continual pillage and massacre so that the 
villages cannot be inhabited. The villagers nevertheless return 
whenever the power of peaceful possession revives. A generation 
may pass away but the succeeding generations will return. The 
sons will take the place of their folks; the same site for the village, 
the same position for the houses, the same lands will be re- 
occupied by the descendants of those who were driven out when 
the village was depopulated (quoted in Spear 1951:117). 


Maine, in his description of ‘the Indian village,’ almost 
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entirely ignored the hierarchic aspects which recent inves- 
tigation has stressed. He described the Indian village com- 
munity on these terms: 

There is the arable mark, divided into separate lots but cultivated 

according to minute customary rules binding on all. . . . There is 

the waste or common land, out of which the arable mark has 
been cut, enjoyed as a pasture by all the community pro indiviso. 

There is the village consisting of habitations each ruled by a 

despotic pater-familias. And there is constantly a council of gov- 

ernment to determine disputes as to custom (Maine 1871:107-8). 
Some of the earlier anthropological village studies stress the 
isolation and integration of the village as it existed in the past 
(Srinivas 1955b:19-21; Bailey 1957:3-5). Internal conflict 
was seen as the result of change not as part of the system. 
Beals in particular stresses the disfunctional aspects of conflict 
in two villages he studied. Undoubtedly in Namhalli, con- 
flict in the period 1952-3 was disruptive. It is interesting to 
note though that when Beals revisited Namhalli in 1959 new 
forms of co-operation which were based on a new economy 
of urban wage work had emerged, and one gets the impress- 
ion from a very brief description that the period of intense 
in-group conflict and a resultant disorganization had passed 
(Beals 1962:92-7). 

Epstein sees factionalism as part of the social system of a 
society ‘without a centralized authority and without a re- 
volutionary movement, but with a number of leading men 
roughly equal in social status’ (Epstein 1962:13). Factional- 
ism increases, according to Epstein (1962:131-6), when dif- 
ferentials arise between ascribed status (e.g. in Dalena ritual 
and political statuses) and achieved status (e.g. economic), 
and men, families and lineages try to rationalize the differ- 
ences in the different sets of statuses. 

Marriott in his brief remarks on factionalism suggests a 
different interpretation of factionalism and intravillage con- 
flict. Kishan Garhi seems no less given to factional conflict 
than Nambhalli: ‘Within the village there are factions whose 
members fight on the average a new court case each month. 
Usually there are three cases in progress at any one time, 
and many people become involved. Persons of other vil- 
lages are frequently interested and involved in local disputes’ 
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(Marriott 1955a:17). Marriott continues: “Factional group- 
ings not only divide people but also unite people who 
would otherwise act together but rarely. In a-sample of 36 
groups of persons engaged in litigation, half the groups cut 
across caste lines and joined diverse persons together by 
allying them in common hostilities’ (Marriott 1955a:178). 
Marriott suggests that intense conflict expressed in litigation 
and ceremonial competition for status is a sign of integra- 
tion in the village as well as of division. 

Some observers of Indian society see dominance and ex- 
ploitation as the key to the social structure (Beidleman 1959; 
Dumont and Pocock 1957:23-42; Thorner 1953, 1956, 1960). 
A contrary argument might be put forward regarding dis- 
pute settlement and norm enforcement—that in most Indian 
villages conflict is the expression of structural principles in 
which there are many cleavages, based on caste, wealth, re- 
lation to superordinate political authority, kinship, occupa- 
tion, patron—client ties, and ritual position, which at once 
unite and divide individuals and families. Dispute settling, 
norm setting, and norm enforcing are situational and every 
dispute or breach of norms involves a kind of social algebra 
on the part of the actors in the situation to see what lines of 
cleavage will be affected by what alliances they make. Some 
situations, such as a large-scale open threat by lower castes 
to upper caste, will make the uppercaste stress its solidarity. 
Other situations will split the upper caste into factions. 

There is some increasing evidence of a development cycle 
of conflict within the village. In Nambhalli there appears to 
have been a period of control of disputes before 1920 based 
on a council of elders drawn from several castes. From 1920 
until the 1950s factional conflict appeard to have reached a 
disfunctional stage. In the late 1950s another period of rela- 
tive stability appeared. In Rampura from 1900 to 1920 there 
were two bitterly opposed factions. From 1920 to the early 
1950s factional conflict appears reduced or non-existent. 
Villagers in Rampura prophesied ‘anarchy in the village “‘af- 
ter the two heads fall”! (Srinivas 1959a:7). In Khalapur the 
‘ideal headman’ dampened internal conflict for a period, but 
in Khalapur at present there is evidence of considerable in- 
ternal strife. 
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Beals suggests in his study of conflict in 30 villages in 
Gulbarga district of Mysore a correlation between conflict 
and co-operation. In hamlets that tended to be poor and 
single-caste and villages in which there was one clearly 
dominant caste there was less conflict and less villagewide 
co-operation than in small villages with no clear dominance 
and in very large villages where internal conflict in the 
dominant caste led to villagewide conflict. Villages of these 
two latter types sponsored fairs and ceremonies, and 
government-encouraged development activity (Beals 1961). 
This suggests, Beals’ earlier position not withstanding, 
that conflict may indicate social system that also fosters 
co-operation. 


Agencies for Sanctioning Caste Norms 


The maintenance of caste norms received considerable 
general attention in earlier works on the caste system, parti- 
cularly in the works of Senart (1930), Blunt (1931), Ghurye 
(1932),O’Malley (1932) and Hutton (1946). Although the 
general features of social control within castes are described 
in these works, there has been little case material of suffi- 
cient detail thus far published. 

In this older literature E.A.H. Blunt, drawing on his ex- 
perience as Census Commissioner for the United Provinces 
of Agra and Oudh (the present Uttar Pradesh), provides the 
best general description of structure and process of caste 
panchayats (councils) (Blunt 1931:104-31). He makes clear 
that adjudication roles and structures are found at what 
might be thought of as the face-to-face segment of the caste, 
the biradari. This is the exogamous segment of a caste in 
north India, in which boys and girls are considered brothers 
and sisters and hence cannot be marriage partners. The bira- 
dari’s jurisdiction may be part of a village, an entire village, 
a group of villages, or a part of a district or a whole district. 
In north India various names, ilaka, juwar, tat chatai, tat, or 
ghol are given to the biradari panchayat’s jurisdiction (Blunt 
1931:105). In some castes, above the biradari there may be 
at the endogamous level (jati) the potential of a higher juris- 
diction to encompass a number of biradaris’s councils. Even 
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in south India, where through cross-cousin marriage and 
uncle-niece marriage the boundary between the exogamous 
and endogamous units of the caste is of little significance, 
there are levels of jurisdiction based on a village and circles 
of villages, as in Rampura in Mysore (Srinivas 1959a:1~—13). 

At both the biradari (endogamous) and jati (exogamous) 
levels there may be permanent headmen who work in con- 
junction with permanent or ad hoc councils. For non- 
dominant castes, the breaches that are sanctioned by caste 
councils relate to rules of interdining, occupation, marriage, 
killing certain animals—such as cows—and treatment of and 
services to other castes (Blunt 1931:115-16). In the twentieth 
century caste councils seemed to have concerned themselves 
increasingly with attempts to set new norms for the castes, 
which they think affect their social standing, or to bring ab- 
out reduction in the expenses of marriage and other social 
reforms. (For examples see Sinha 1960; Patnaik 1960; 1961; 
Fuchs 1951:41-3; Saraswati 1962). 

Sanctions that caste councils can apply are: fining, ritual - 
expiation, public shaming, beatings and outcasting. This 
last sanction can be the most potent as it means the person, 
and in some instances those in his immediate family, cannot 
get marriage partners. 

In recent anthropological literature there are few full stu- 
dies of a caste or segments of a caste, as the general 
framework of anthropological research has been the village 
and hence we have much more data on intercaste relations 
and organizations of authority and dispute settlement within 
villages than within the single caste either in villages or 
across village boundaries. The one outstanding exception to 
this is Louis Dumont’s study of the Kallar of Tamilnad 
(Dumont 1957). Other studies of single castes that contain 
some data on legal matters: Aiyappan (1944), Fuchs (1951), 
Kale (1952), Shah (1958) Punekar (1959). 


The Structure of Caste Councils 


Caste panchayats are based at their first level on a face-to- 
face group of people believing themselves to be kinsmen 
and inhabiting a village or a group of surrounding villages. 
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Often procedure at this level is informal and may not in- 
volve any outside the village caste group. In some villages 
there are too few representatives of any given caste to make 
for a viable village panchayat. In Ramkheri there are only 
two households of sweepers, the heads of which are 
brothers. A dispute arose between them of a type which 
might be heard by the face-to-face caste council; however, 
the two disputants’ mother’s brother, who lived in another 
village, had to be asked to arbitrate the dispute (Mayer 
1960-252). Similarly the potters of Ramkheri do not have 
the minimal number to form a juridical body, and the 
village panchayat once had to act in dispute which the face- 
to-face caste. council normally would have adjudicated—-a 
matter of fixing responsibility for the death of a cow (Mayer 
1960:56, 265). Beyond the face-to-face caste group may lie 
one or two more levels, which may or may not be formal, 
at which members of a particular caste can be organized for 
juridical purpose. 

Among the Balahi,a low caste of weavers in central 
India, there would appear to be two levels of caste headmen 
above the village—the Mukhya jatpatel, who is responsible 
for part of the district or a state (one of the old princely 
states), or a tahsil (revenue subdivision of a district). In 
theory the mukhya jat patel nominates ‘the ordinary jat- 
patels who act as his deputies and who are in charge of a cer- 
tain number of Balahi village’ (Fuchs 1951:31). In the area 
around Rampura in Mysore, circles of caste councils seem 
to follow administrative subdivision. For each caste a coun- 
cil of a particular village, town, or city was regarded as the 
highest council to which disputes from a village could be re- 
ferred. (Srinivas 1959:12-13). The Son Kolis, a fisherman 
caste in the vicinity of Bombay, are divided into four sec- 
tions which are endogamous, each section having a tradi- 
tional number of headmen (jumat patel) who, assisted by a 
council, are responsible for dispute settlement within their 
communities. If the jamat patel and the council are incapable 
of settling the dispute it may be referred to patels of the sec- 
tion (Punekar 1959:24-7). In addition to these examples, 
supravillage caste panchayats of varying numbers of villages 
or caste numbers are mentioned for the Kallar of Tamilnad, 
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the Rabbari of Gujarat (Saraswati 1962:179), washermen in 
Mysore (Srinivas 1954:149-68, barbers in Orissa (Patnaik 
1961:194—5), the Dublas of Gujarat (Shah 1958:44—-50), the 
Agaris of Maharashtra (Kale 1952:204—12), and the Iravas of 
Malabar (Aiyappan 1944:52—4). Many of the landed domi- 
nant groups in villages, such as the peasants in Wangala, the 
Rampura in Mysore, the Rajputs in Ramkheri in Malwa, 
the Senapur in Uttar Pradesh, and the Jats in Delhi have or 
had extra-village caste councils, based in the case of the 
Rajputs and Jats on lineage or clan ties, to which they could 
refer their disputes. 

Council meetings for adjudication of disputes at a very 
wide range would appear to be uncommon, as there are few 
regular occasions when large numbers of a particular sub- 
caste assemble; weddings and funeral feasts at times bring 
large numbers together and these occasions may be taken to 
hear disputes. In Malwa, as reported by Mayer (1960:256), 
many castes throughout the region support their own caste 
temple in Uyain, the traditional religious centre of the area, 
and on special occasions large numbers of the caste will 
assemble; but such assemblies seem more for the purpose of 
passing resolutions than for adjudicating disputes. 

The level or the scope of the caste structure or structures 
that is called into use in a dispute is a function of the nature 
of the dispute. Questions for fulfilling customary expecta- 
tion for invitations to feasts and of carrying out ritual 
duties, and question of breaking the interdining rules and of 
carrying on illicit sexual relations will generally fall within 
the jurisdiction of the immediate membership of a caste in a 
village. Questions of marriage and divorce and work rules 
usually involve more than one village and hence adjudica- 
tion takes place at a higher level. The highest level of ques- 
tion for a region or province would involve widespread 
changes in custom, such as prohibiting wine drinking and 
eating beef or the eschewing of work thought to be degrad- 
ing. Untouchable castes in the last thirty to forty years 
have, as part of their attempt to raise their social status, pas- 
sed regulations for whole sections of a caste forbidding 
practices believed to be responsible for their low status, for 
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example Chamars are prohibited from removing dead cattle 
(Lewis 1958:72-5; Fuchs 1951:42; Sinha 1960; Cohn 
1955:72-3; Patnaik 1960). 

In recent years there have been attempts to utilize this 
most extended level of the caste system for district-wide and 
province-wide political purposes (Rudolph and Rudolph 
1960; Kothari & Shah 1963). Even though new rules can be 
made at the highest level of the caste, sanctioning takes 
place at the village or circle level of the caste. Ultimately the 
face-to-face group has the sanction of interdicting all social 
relations with the person or persons against whom the sanc- 
tion is directed. As one Chamar informant told me, a per- 
son cannot even get a light for a fire if he is outcasted. The 
outcasted person cannot use wells, eat with his fellow caste- 
men or smoke with them (a deprivation in that smoking the 
hukka, a water pipe, is often a communal activity). No one 
will lend him implements, seed food, utensils or labour. No 
one will participate in ceremonies or rituals at the outcasted 
person’s house. In addition to interdiction of social rela- 
tions, the extravillage caste council has the ultimate sanction 
of preventing the establishment of marriage ties with the 
outcasted person and his family. Refusal to make a marriage 
agreement would appear to be the main sanction used to 
support movements to change caste custom. As in village- 
wide adjudication procedures the status, influence and 
power of the individuals involved in the dispute affect the 
course of the dispute and the sanctions brought to bear. 
Several Chamars in Senapur boasted of engaging in activi- 
ties in relation to sex and marriage that are in flat contradic- 
tion to caste rules. Yet no formal action was taken against 
them, as they came from powerful families. Recent obser- 
vers see this as an indication of the loosening of the hold of 
the caste on its members. However, exceptions to caste 
rules seem to have been made on the basis of personal influ- 
ence since the late eighteenth century; such an exception is 
described in the following excerpt from a decision in 1796 
of the Bengal Sadr Diwani Adalat (the East India Com- 
pany’s highest appeal court in the Bengal presidency), con- 
cerning the right of an illegitimate offspring of a Nagar 
Brahman to share in his father’s estate: 
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The tribe to which Jiswant Roy belonged did not think it prop- 
er to expel him from their caste. Besides Jiswant Roy had so 
much pomp and parade about him that none of the people be- 
longing to his caste dared take notice of his faults, or even to 
mention them in his presence. Moreover the witnesses of the 
Nagar caste who were brought forward by the appellent said 
that any one who had a mistress would be expelled from their 
caste.... Yet Jiswant Roy and Bhugwunt Roy have not been ex- 
pelled from their caste. On the contrary, they on all occasions 
eat with them and attend their ceremonies whether of rejoicing 
Or mourning and particularly desire them to come to their 

` houses on similar occasions. They dare not, however, take 
notice of their faults, nor even contradict them and much less 
expel them from their caste (India Office Library, Proceedings 
Bengal Sudder Dewanny Adawlet: 3 Aug. 1796-7). 


Bhattacharya, writing in the late nineteenth century, lists 
in a general fashion acts which lead to outcasting, and then 
states: ‘In the villages, the friendless and the poor people are 
sometimes excluded from caste.... But when the offender is 
an influential personage or is influentially connected, no one 
thinks of visiting him with such punishment’ (Bhattacharya 
1896:17). In pre-modern times, the authority of royal power 
stood behind caste councils and caste officials. The royal 
power sometimes designated caste officials (Punnekar 
1959:28; Briggs 1920:48). The king was the ultimate author- 
ity in disputes between castes over precedent and rank, and 
could change status of castes (O’Malley 1932:56-72; 
1912:452). More importantly the king heard appeals from 
caste councils (Hutchinson and Vogel 1933:66; Jackson 
1907:510; Maynard 1917:97-8; Luard 1913:106; O’Malley 
1912:454—5). Individuals who felt they were wronged by the 
action of their caste council could appeal to the king for re- 
examination of the dispute. In addition to the physical force 
the king had at his disposal, he could as the centre of the 
caste system outcaste individuals or groups within castes 
and could enforce the interdiction by directing other castes 
to cease services to the outcasted individual or group. 

O’Malley describes such a case in one of the Orissa feuda- 
tory states at the turn of the century. One of the members 
of a rich and powerful caste of a princely state in Orissa was 
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reputedly cohabiting with a woman of a lower caste. The 
caste was split when this case was brought to the council. 

Some of the elders of the caste felt the charge was true and 
the offender should be outcasted; others believed him inno- 
cent. The case was brought before the chief of the princely 
state, who found the accused innocent, but the more power- 
ful faction of the caste did not accept the chief’s ruling. 
Thereupon, the chief excommunicated the members of the 
recalcitrant section of the caste, depriving them of all ser- 
vices such as those performed by barbers, washermen, and 
priests. The ruling was so effective that not only did the 
barbers and other serving castes within the prince’s state re- 
fuse to serve those who were outcasted, but servants from 
other states were unavailable to them as well. This brought 
the dissenters to agreement with the chief (O’Malley 
1912:454—-5). O’Malley in presenting this case leaves out 
some detail, such as the relative position of the two factions 
vis-a-vis each other, the chief's political relations with the 
two factions, and the nature of evidence presented on which 
the decision was based, nor does he tell us if this dispute 
was related to dispute within this caste; nevertheless the ulti- 
mate authority role of king is clear, as well as the kind of 
sanction he would bring to bear. 

The British government and court refused, in most cases, 
to take cognizance of matters regarding breach of caste cus- 
tom. On the one hand this helped to maintain the caste sys- 
tem as a viable institution by refusing individuals redress 
against action of their caste, councils (Kikani 1912:2-10); on 
the other hand it permitted individuals or groups within a 
caste with sufficient economic strength or enough allies 
within caste to defy a ruling of their caste council, as they 
knew there was no extracaste authority willing to enforce 
the caste sanctions. j 

The face-to-face or village caste coúncil and the circle 
caste council still have considerable authority. They can 
make effective sanctions of fining in cash or making offen- 
ders provide feasts or go on pilgrimages, and demand other 
forms of expiation. In some instances they can beat or pub- 
licly humiliate offenders.: Those who are affected by these 
sançtions know an edict of outcasting will be effective 
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against them or—if the sanction is at the circle level—that 
the prohibition against marriage will be effective. There are- 
two other kinds of support for caste councils: appeal to 
other caste councils to refuse to serve the outcasted person 
or his family and appeal to the dominant caste in the village 
or region. 

Patnaik, working on the basis of some documents of a 
Teli (oil pressers) caste council of Puri district in Orissa in 
1937, describes how a sanction against a Teli who broke the 
rules against wine drinking was made effective by sending 
notice to other caste councils about the outcasting and re- 
questing their co-operation, by inserting a notice in the 
vernacular-language papers about the action, and finally by 
holding a meeting of all the traditional serving castes to ask 
them to uphold the boycott. At this meeting a barber, who 
had been serving the Teli after the outcasting, was asked to 
stop serving him, and the barber caste representatives 
agreed to support the-oil pressers’ action (Patnaik 1960:1-8). 

In theory, the jurisdiction between village judicial institu- 
tions, intercaste village panchayats, village headmen, 
dominant-caste councils in the village and caste councils is 
clear cut. Disputes between members of two different 
castes, disputes over property (particularly land in which the 
dominant.caste has an interest), and attempts on the part of 
a particular caste to challenge the hierarchical status quo fall 
within the province of the village authority systems as diffe- 
rentiated from the caste judicial system. In theory, village 
judicial institutions should support caste councils within their 
jurisdiction. The dominant caste, by imposition of collective 
sanctions against the lower caste if there is a breach of the 
peace, forces castes below them in the local hierarchy to set- 
tle certain kinds of disputes themselves (Gough 1960:37). In 
the area around Ramapura the hobli (circle) panchayat of the 
dominant peasant caste, acts as an appeal court for other 
caste councils, or sometimes interferes within the caste be- 
low to maintain caste custom (Srinivas 1959a: 11). 

Frequently it would seem that members of the dominant 
caste interfere with the working of lower-caste councils to 
support clients or to achieve political or economic ends of 
their own. Sometimes, in the disputes over marriage or 
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accusations of illicit sexual activities that arose among Cha- 
mar and other low castes in Senapur, thakur patrons of par- 
ticipants in the dispute would take leading roles, even at 
circle or intervillage panchayats, to protect the interest of 
their clients. There was a cattleherd in Senapur who had 
been outcasted by many of the cattleherds, but who was 
protected by several of the dominant Thakur families in the 
village. Repeated attempts to enforce the excommunications 
have failed in face of the dominant caste’s interest. 

Like village-based juridical institutions, caste-based law 
and sanctions are complex and depend upon the strength of 
the particular caste in economic, political, and demographic 
terms vis-a-vis the dominant caste in the area, the status of 
individuals or families in the dispute, and the local definition 
of the dispute. In the present anthropological literature on 
specific castes, there is not enough case material available, as 
there is in the literature on villages, to do much more than 
suggest the actual working of cast adjudication structures 
and procedures. 


LAWYER’S LAW 


By and large, I have restricted my discussion thus far to loc- 
al law-ways, with only minimal reference to the relationship 
between local law-ways and lawyer’s law and the all-India 
legal culture. Like most units of the society, Indian villages 
are tied into networks that relate them to the wider society, 
regional and national. Local law-ways and the lawyer’s law 
meet in the subdistrict, district, and provincial courts, in the 
offices of a wide range of revenue and welfare offices, and in 
the actions of the police. The local law-ways are affected and 
have been affected by laws derived from administrative reg- 
ulation, legislation, and the judicial process of interpretation 
of law and customs. 

Of the peasant communities of Middle America and the 
Mediterranean George Foster states: 


As is characteristic of classic peasant societies, in the areas of 
political organization, of the administration of law and justice, 
and of religion local and inter-village autonomy do not exist, 
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and policy and control rest in the hands of outsiders, the local 
political and legal systems are truncated and do not have to 
cope with major problems (Foster 1961:1177). 


Unlike these communities, groups and individuals in In- 
dia can channel and affect ‘policy and control’ from the out- 
side and can often turn it to their own use. Villagers use the 
courts for their own ends, and some villagers are adept at 
manipulating revenue, police, welfare, and judicial officials 
to minimize their effect on local institutions and affairs. 
Villagers have had long experience in trying to ignore laws 
directed at their land-holding system, at their patterns of in- 
heritance, and at the age at which their children marry, and 
even in protecting themselves from police interference when 
defined in the criminal codes as murder, theft and riot have 
occurred. Indian peasants are not alone in this propensity to 
ignore and to try to control outside legal influences. Paul 
Sterling reports a similar process in Turkey (Sterling 1957). 
The all-India legal culture that the British shaped during the 
period 1763-1947, and which independent India has taken 
over and is modifying, has affected the bulk of the popula- 
tion in varying ways, but most infrequently in the ways 
those creating the legal culture intended. In the remaining 
portions of this essay I shall describe some of those situa- 
tions in which the bulk of the population participate in the 
all-India legal culture, and then look at some aspects of the 
content of the all-India legal culture and how it has affected 
villagers. 


The Villager and the Courts 


In many descriptions of Indian villages there are accounts or 
mention of recourse to the state law courts. Most frequently 
the stated reason for going to urban courts is disputes over 
land: | 


Titles to land are part of the system of private rights in land and 
are foreign to the village system. The system of transfers of 
land was initiated by, and is maintained by, the Administration. 
Effective title cannot be obtained in the village council: it must 
come from the Government (Bailey 1957:263). 
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Epstein (1962:145—6) makes the same point: 

The State machinery lies outside the political system of which 

Wangala peasants regard themselves as part: their political rela- 

tions, either intra-village or inter-village, are based on kinship 

and they consider their caste and village panchayats to be the 

ultimate judicial authority in all matters, except disputes over 

land....[they) take their disputes over land to the State’s courts. 
By no means are all disputes over land settled in the state 
courts. Epstein presents an interesting case in which a re- 
latively powerless peasant and a peasant who had strong 
support on the village panchayat had been contesting for the 
ownership of land for more than five years. The case had 
been heard in the District Commissioner’s court as well as 
before the. village panchayat. The District Commissioner 
had found in favour of the weaker party and the police in- 
tervened on his behalf, but he still couldn’t take control of 
the land because of the backing his adversary had in the vil- 
lage. Neither party will give in and the dispute over the 
quarter acre of land had cost both at ‘least twice the plot’s 
market price’ in legal fees (Epstein 1962:124). Harper and 
Harper (1959:467) cite a similar case in Tottagadde between 
two Brahmans, a case which went to several village 
panchayats and through three state courts; each time the 
decision in the state courts went to the younger of the two 
disputants and none of these actions settled the dispute. 
Finally, an inter-village panchayat persuaded the younger 
man, in effect, to yield. Nine of the 13 cases of the 51 dis- 
putes Berreman tabulated in Srikinda that went to courts or 
officials of settlement, were about land or assault (Berreman 
1963:271). 

In several of the village studies, recourse to state courts is 
regarded as a relatively recent phenomenon (Cohn 1955:65; 
Beals 1955a:91); however, in Rampur the first known case 
in the urban courts dates from the 1850’s (Lewis 1958:144). 
In addition Marriott cogently argues that in northen India, 
as distinct from Bengal and south India, village land admi- 
nistration, through what is known as the Mahalvari land- 
tenure system (in which segments of dominant lineages 
became corporately responsible for payment of the land re- 
venue), leads to an administrative ‘mutual penetration’ of 
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lower levels of the administration and ‘parts of local kinship 
organization’ (Marriott 1955a:182-4). 

The use of the courts for settlement of local disputes 
seems in most villages to be almost a minor one. In Senapur 
courts were and are used as an arena in the competition for 
social status, and for political and economic dominance in 
the village. Cases are brought to court to harass one’s oppo- 
nents, as a punishment, as a form of land speculation and 
profit making, to satisfy insulted pride, and to maintain loc- 
al political dominance over one’s followers. The litigants do 
not expect a settlement that will end the dispute to eventu- 
ate from recourse to the state courts. 

The jural postulates that underlie the British-introduced 
courts—equality in the eyes of the law, judicial ignorance of 
the complainants, the idea that economic relations are based 
on contract not status, the goal of settling the case at hand 
and only that case and the necessity of a clear-cut decision 
rather than a compromise—were at odds with the wide 
range of adjudication procedures followed in the villages of 
India (Cohn 1959a). In addition to the incompatibilities of ju- 
ral postulates, new rights and duties were created—through 
the introduction of new ideas about landed property, 
through the workings of the revenue system (by the under- 
assessing -of some villages and estates and the over-assessing 
of others), and, in some areas of north India, through the 
auctioning of land to realize unpaid taxes. These rights and 
duties were differentially understood by those immediately 
affected by them. By means of manipulation of the new tax 
laws and through the courts, rights to a considerable 
amount of land changed hands (Cohn 1960, 1961). To the 
villager, the rights and wrongs in a case were secondary to 
his ability to manipulate the court through access to minor 
court officials, the hiring of clever lawyers, the fabrication 
of evidence, and the marshalling of false witnesses. 

In the Bengal presidency (the present states of W. Bengal, 
Orissa, Bihar and Uttar Pradesh) the new courts established 
by. the British in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries were overwhelmed by the number of cases at all 
levels of the judicial system. Reform followed reform, but 
even the major revisions of the system of 1864 have not 
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affected the continued large number of cases. Each reform, 
each rewriting of tenure laws, provides the basis for new ac- 
tions. A tahsildar, a revenue officer responsible for a subdi- 
vision of a district, told me in 1958 that after the Zamindari 
Abolition Act (a land reform act) of 1952, he had more than 
20,000 petitions and cases under one provision of the Act 
from his tahsil, which had a population of about 300,000 
people. 

Today one meets villagers who are expert ‘sea lawyers’. 
In Senapur there were three such experts, two Thakurs and 
a low-caste Noniya. One of the Thakurs was the largest 
landlord in the village and the other was reputedly one of 
the richest men in the village and a moneylender. The 
Noniya was a substantial permanent tenant, with the 
equivalent of an eighth-grade education, who claimed he 
had learned a great deal about the law in order to protect his 
tenancy rights; he was not a son of the village but rather had 
‘inherited’ the rights of his mother’s brother, and over the 
years he had defended them against the landlords who 
wanted to resume his land in their own names. All three vil- 
lage lawyers could quote at length, by section, various of 
the tenancy acts and knew the interpretation of the intrica- 
cies of the legal rights involved in these acts and their 
loopholes and inconsistencies. One of the Thakurs, the 
moneylender, took cases on speculation, that is he would 
advise and push cases for a fee or a percentage of the 
awards. The landlord advised and encouraged litigants as 
part of his campaign to strengthen his political position in 
the village. The two Thakurs were frequently in the tahsil 
and district headquarters attending the courts. The large 
landlord would take his son, a man in his early twenties, as 
part of his education, to learn the ways of the court. Gould 
mentions a villager who argued a case before the Provincial 
High Court (Gould 1963a:186). In Namhalli, four brothers 
who felt that they had been unfairly deprived of their prop- 
erty manipulated the urban courts as well as the traditional 
legal system to recover their lost wealth (Beals 1959:434). In 
Sikandara the peasants, who know. what is cognizable and 
not cognizable in the courts, resort to the fabrication of cases 
that can be taken to the courts, and the ‘frame up’ using the 
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state courts appears to be a well known device for revenge in 
the village. Even in a village like Rampura in which there is 
little recourse to the state courts the form of the dispute 
within a panchayat seems affected by the lawyer’s culture. 
Here, in caste panchayat action, written plaint and rebuttal 
are submitted; the English word ‘damages’ appears in Kan- 
nada in the documents, and there is a reliance of written evi- 
dence (Srinivas 1954:149—68). Srinivas explains the influence 
of the urban courts by saying: ‘In every village there are a 
few individuals who have made many pilgrimages to the 
law courts either on their own behalf or on behalf of others’ 
(Srinivas 1954:159). 

In the towns and cities where the courts are located there 
are numerous legal practitioners and persons involved in the 
courts and their administration through whom the villagers 
participate in the bottom levels of the all-India legal culture. 
In the district courts the lawyers’ clientele of the pleaders 
appears to be based on kinship and territorial ties. The few 
lawyers I have interviewed in Jaunpur, headquarters of the 
district in which Senapur is located, all stated they drew 
most of their cases from the part of the district from which 
they came. At the train and bus station some lawyers keep 
touts to bring clients to them. The village ‘sea lawyers’ not 
only refer clients to the lawyers, but seem to be important 
in drawing up the case which the lawyer takes into court. 
Some villagers are related to clerks, peons and the lower 
officers in the courts. Such ties are of obvious value for 
channeling information and bribes. Except in a few novels 
(for example, Philip Woodruff’s Call the Next Witness), fic- 
tionalized memoirs (such as Penderel Moon’s Strangers in In- 
dia), some British judges’ and magistrates’ memoirs (Lascel- 
les 1880; Carstairs 1912), and a few accounts by lower Indi- 
an or Anglo-Indian officials (Khan 1866; Desai 1906), there 
is little material on the actual functioning of the court sys- 
tem viewed from the position of the district and subdistrict 
officials. There has been no work done on lawyers. at-the 
district level; what little work has been done, either memoirs 
or systematic description, relates to the legal profession at 
the high courts (Government of India Ministry of Law 1953; 
Mookerjee 1909; Vachha 1962). 
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There has been increasing interest on the part of anthro- 
pologists in the study of elections and state politics at the 
village and town level and in describing and analyzing the 
interrelations of politicians and peasants (Opler et al. 1959; 
Bailey 1963; Mayer 1958a, 1961, 1963a, b; Nicholas 1963; 
Gould 1963b). The study of courts and administration of the 
‘hinge role’ of lawyers and other intermediaries, the whole 
culture and structure of the lawyers and other interme- 
diaries, the whole culture and structure of the lawyer’s law’ 
as it affects peasants, is an obvious next step for the anthro- 
pologist. 

The involvement of Indian peasants in the urban court 
systems varies within any given village and from village to 
village. In Rampur there are sanctions against going into the 
urban courts: 


Even now, in the rural areas, taking disputes to the local elders 
is considered better than taking them to the urban law courts. 
Disapproval attaches to the man who goes to the city for justice. 
Such a man is thought to be flouting the authority of elders and 
therefore acting against the solidarity of the village. The few men 

in Rampura who take disputes to the urban courts are not re- 
spected (Srinivas 1955a:18). 


In Tanjore, Gough (1955a:44) reports: 


In recent years a few suits against kinsmen, concerning land dis- 
putes have been filed in Tanjore by Brahmans, but all of these 
were withdrawn because the parties felt that to go to court 
would involve loss of dignity in the eyes of their kin and their 
villagers. 


Epstein (1962:121—2) argues that in Wangala, one of the vil- 
lages she studied in Mysore: 


The existence of an external political authority to which cases 
may be taken for arbitration puts a pressure on panchayat 
membes, who wish to keep disputes within the village and 
away from Mandya courts or police to find a solution accept- 
able to both parties to a dispute. Thus possibility of access to 
external political authority re-affirmed rather than weakened 
Wangala’s indigenous political system. 


In several studies there is mention of criminal cases that 
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were kept out of the hands of police and judicial officials for 
local punishments (Siegal and Beals 1960a:402) and of in- 
fluential men in the village who in order to maintain their 
power prevent the reporting of village crimes to outside 
officials (Hitchcock 1959a:399). 

In recent years untouchable castes have been using the 
courts and have appealed to police and other officials in 
attempts to improve their social and economic status in the 
villages. Some are aware in varying degrees and from a 
variety of channels—politicians, religious reformers and 
-urban experience—that they are no longer liable to forced 
labour (begar), and that they should have equal access to 
wells, temples and schools. A few are aware of the constitu- 
tional outlawing of untouchability (Khan 1951:64—-5; Lewis 
1958:73—5; Cohn 1959b:214; Epstein 1962:183-9, Majum- 
dar 1958:76; Sinha 1960:19-20). 

The lower castes have generally been unsuccessful when, 
through the use of police or of the urban courts, they have 
sought to redress what they believe to be the corporate 
wrongs done to them by upper castes. The upper castes 
maintain their economic position; their knowledge of the 
courts and the intricacies of the law and their better access to 
the officials have thwarted attempts to change the position 
of the lower castes in the village society and economy. Sher- 
pur, as described by Gould, is an exception. Here a group of 
Ahirs, a middle-rank caste who are numerically dominant, 
appear to have been effective in challenging the former land- 
lords, the Thakurs, after the introduction of land reform 
and of popularly elected village councils (Gould 1963b). As 
was noted above, a direct threat from lower castes to upper- 
caste dominance is met by the upper caste, even if factional- 
ized, by a closing of ranks. 

That Indian peasants are litigious has been an assumption 
of government officials and observers of rural India since 
the early nineteenth century. In some villages with a strong 
dominant caste with means of adjudicating its own disputes, 
such as Rampura and Tottegarde, or with strong headmen 
such as those in Gopalpur and Khalapur in the past and Sha- 
mirpet in the present, disputes tend to be kept within the 
village. In villages with factions in the dominant caste or 


NOTES ON DISPUTES AND LAW IN INDIA 615 


without a dominant caste, the courts are another arena in 
which villagers can carry out their pursuit of wealth, social 
status and power. This can be financially ruinous. Even 
though there are inadequacies of procedure and scope for 
chicanery and cheating, the lack of fit with indigenous jural 
postulates notwithstanding, the present court system is not 
alien or an imposed institution but part of the life of the village. 
Looked at from the perspective of the lawyer’s law and that of 
the judges and higher civil servants, the ability of some 
peasants to use the court for their own ends would appear a 
perversion of the system. However, looked .at from the 
ground up it would appear that many in the rural areas have 
learned to use the courts for their own ends, often with 
astuteness and effectiveness. 


Law Finding, Law Making, and Their Social Consequences 


In India it is a complex task for the anthropologist to know 
what law is in any given instance if he looks beyond the 
statements of villagers. The law that exists in India today 
grew out of a colonial legal system, with its bipolarity of 
authority and norms that derived from the indigenous and 
the colonial systems. The most crucial laws as far as most 
villagers are concerned are those controlling land, tenancy, 
and the revenue obligation to the state from the land. In 
post-independence years in every Indian province new laws 
have been enacted under the federal constitution regulating 
relations among the various kinds of cultivators, of land- 
lords and the state. The rights that the new land laws seek 
to clarify or change are the outgrowth of regulations prom- 
ulgated in the first years of British rule in particular areas (a 
time horizon varying from the mid eighteenth century in 
Bengal and parts of Madras to the mid nineteenth century in 
the Punjab and Oudh), of administrative and judicial inter- 
pretation, and of repeated legislative action under the British 
which reflected changing economics, legal theory and poli- 
tical goals (cf. Baden-Powell 1892; Stokes 1959; Ballhatchet 
1957; Gupta 1963; Mukherjee 1962). 

Every time new regulations, interpretations, or legislative 
enactments came into force, the structure of social relations 
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for the bulk of the population was affected, usually in ways 
not anticipated by the lawmakers. Landed property became 
a commodity, new groups—urban-based landlords, bank- 
ers, merchants, moneylenders—who previously had minor 
roles in the rural society, came to prominence. Rights pre- 
viously had been based on kinship, physical force, custom 
and political obligation to superordinate chiefs and rulers. 
They were now based on the accident of who was entered 
in what register by local officials who were corruptible, or by 
British officers who were often ill-equipped to understand 
either the intricacies of lineage-based or corporate holdings 
or the obligations and rights of intermediaries between land- 
holders and the state. Many intermediaries grew up in the 
eighteenth century between the state and the cultivator 
when in many regions the machinery of revenue collection 
was disorganized by internal warfare and rapid political 
change. In many. regions adjudication of rights to land be- 
tween intermediaries and cultivators was left to newly 
established courts, the procedure of which was based on 
British practice; these were often located 50 or 100 miles 
from the scene of the dispute, were presided over by judges 
who had an imperfect command of the language of the dis- 
putants and little knowledge or sympathy for the culture of 
the region, who were frequently transferred, and who often 
had to base their decisions on documents that were fabri- 
cated. One lower court judge, George Wyatt, was not totally 
joking when he stated in 1866: 


A celebrated judge and legislator, a just and honest man... can- 
didly confessed, that whenever he had such a case [when both 
sides have fabricated the evidence] posing before him, he de- 
sired the Sheristadar [chief Ind‘an officer of the court] to read 
away—he shut his eyes, as if in deep cogitation—while all the be- 
holders conceived that he was weighing the merits or the case 
mentally, he was in truth making up his mind to decide, 
according to the doctrine of chance, whether it should be as the 
number of flies on the punkah [fan] were odd or even! (Khan 
{Georg Wyatt] 1866:74). 


If litigants had the money and inclination, cases could be 
pushed through a series of courts to the high courts in the 
provincial capitals. The British became aware of the con- 
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sequences of their revenue and legal systems and the 
changes they were effecting in social relations, and through- 
out their rule they experimented and changed, but each 
change increased the possibilities for manipulation, how much 
was drawn from the land in the form of revenue or rent 
(depending on the theory of landholding then in vogue 
among the British rulers), but also who was obligated to 
pay what to whom. By the mid nineteenth century, when 
the British took control of the Punjab, they tried to establish 
land rights on the basis of custom, which they recognized as 
variable from village to village and caste to caste. The use of 
custom as law was not successful either. Sir Henry Maine 
perceived the effects which the attempt at the use of custom 
as law would have; first of all the knowledge of the customs 
had to be collected, then recorded, then interpreted in the 
courts, and by this process of collection, recording and judi- 
cial interpretation 


. The customs at once altered their character. They are generally 
collected from the testimony of the village elders; but when 
these elders are once called upon to give their evidence, they 
necessarily lose their old position... That which they have 
affirmed to be the custom is henceforward to be sought from 
the decision of the Courts of Justice, or from official documents 
which those courts received as evidence.... Usage, once re- 
corded upon evidence given, immediately, becomes written and 
fixed law (Maine 1871:72). 

Once a case involving customary law went into the 
courts, custom became essentially that which could be 
established as custom under the rules of evidence. In some 
regions, western Uttar Pradesh and the Panjab, custom was 
what British officers recorded in village books called Wayib- 
ul-arz, which contain the particular rules that officers were 
told by villagers applied to inheritance, division of property 
and responsibilities of payment of land revenue, and man- 
agement of village lands. In addition to what was recorded 
as custom, the courts in all provinces had to deal with cus- 
tom, particularly in questions of marriage, adoption and in- 
heritance, if the parties claimed they were not bound by 
usual practices of Hindu law. In addition, custom became a 
residual category of law (Kane 1950:42-3). 
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The British courts in India legally defined custom to 
mean a rule which was followed by a ‘particular family, 
tribe, caste, sect or group which had from long practice 
obtained the force of law. Custom, which had been ad- 
judged legally operative for a particular group could over- 
rule, for that group, existing general law relating to the 
same subject’ (Kane 1950:43). 

Long practice as far as the courts were concerned had to 
be proved as ‘immemorial or ancient’ judicially. ‘Immemo- 
rial or ancient’ came in the courts to be practices that could be 
proved to be thirty years old (Kane 1950:44). By the twen- 
tieth century, there were handbooks of custom for various 
regions to which lawyers and judges could turn, handbooks 
such as Rattigan’s A Digest of Civil Law of the Punjab chiefly 
based on the Customary Law, first published in 1880 and which 
by 1953 had gone through at least thirteen editions (Rattigan 
1953). A handbook such as Rattigan’s consists of quotes 
from village and district accounts of customary law which 
have been noted in the courts, of exceptions from these cus 
toms, and of cases decided in the courts that affect the inter- 
pretation of a particular custom. 

The use of custom and customary law by the British in 
India appears to have had little of the flexibility built into it 
that is noted in some African legal systems where custom 
was made the basis of law in native authority courts (Fallers 
1956, 1963; Schapera 1943; Epstein 1962). It should be noted, 
however, that in Africa when questions of custom moved 
from native authority courts into British courts the same pro- 
cesses of stabilizing that which had been flexible, and reliance 
on British legal techniques to establish custom, occurred 
there as well (Hannigan 1956). 

In addition to regulation, legislation, and customary law, 
in questions of personal law the British tried to apply Hindu 
law to Hindus and Muslim law to Muslims. Personal law 
may be described roughly ‘as family law—marriage and di- 
vorce, adoption, joint family guardianship,. minority, legi- 
timacy, inheritance, and succession, religious endowments’ 
(Galanter 1963:545). The earliest British administrators con- 
cerned with the administration of justice in India—Warren 
Hastings, N. B. Halhead, C. Wilkins and Sir William 
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Jones—believed that there was a Hindu law (Dharmashastra), 
a fixed code, a known and stateable body of rules, which, as 
they thought, by the late eighteenth century had become 
overgrown by later commentaries (Derret 1961a, b; Sarkar 
1958: 347-90). The effort of these early jurists and adminis- 
trators was to obtain an authoritative version of the Hindu law. 
The first effort to compile the Hindu Law and make it 
available to English judges in India was done under Warren 
Hastings’ direction when eleven pandits (Brahman legal spe- 
cialists) were assembled in Calcutta and were asked to com- 
pile a digest. This was translated from Sanskrit into Persian, 
as no English officers’s command of Sanskrit was sufficient 
for the task of direct translation into English, and then N. B. 
Halhead translated the Persian digest into English. It was 
published in 1776 as A Code of Gentoo Laws, or Ordination of 
the Pundits. Sir William Jones, one of the most influential of 
the early British jurists in India, wrote to the Governor- 
General, Lord Cornwallis, in 1778 that there was a need for a 
complete digest of Hindu and Mohammedan law ‘after the 
model of Justinian’s inestimable Pandects’ (Teignmouth 
1835:93). This digest would be the standard that judges could 
consult to know the law in any given case. 

In addition to these efforts to compile and translate the 
Hindu law, each district court as well as each appeal court 
had a Hindu law officer attached to it, and the British subsi- 
dized Sanskrit colleges in Banares and Calcutta—part of whose 
function was to provide systematic training to would-be 
Hindu law officers. The court pandits were to advise the 
English judges, who rarely knew Sanskrit, as to the law in 
question in cases regarding personal law brought by litigants 
into the courts. 

There was ambivalence among some of the British jurists 
from the 1780s to the 1820s about the usefulness of pandits as 
law finders for the judges. Jones, although he was an admirer 
of the Hindu law and wholeheartedly supported the use of 
Hindu law for settlement of disputes among Hindus, could 
not ‘with an easy conscience concur in a decision merely on 
the written opinion of native lawyers, in causes in which they 
could have the remotest interest in misleading the Court’ 
(Teignmouth 1835:43, originally written 1788). W. H. Mac- 
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naghten, registrar, Chief Administrative Officer of the Sadr 
Diwani Adalt (highest appeal court) in Bengal from 1822 to 
1830, and author of an important textbook on Hindu law saw 
pandits as ‘venal’ (Macnaghten 1829:iv). In addition to their 
concern with the possibility of corruption, the British judges 
became aware of an immense body of commentaries available 
to the pandits and of what they perceived as a lack of system 
in the use of the vast number of texts. At the time this suspi- 
cion about pandits was growing, there was considerable en- 
couragement, in the form of positions and subsidy for pub- 
lication, for pandits to try to update, summarize and publish 
legal texts in Sanskrit (Derrett 1961b; Morley 1858: 204-34). 

In the 1820s it became obvious to the British that there was 
in practice no one fixed Hindu law that applied invariably to 
all Hindus and that in fact quite the contrary was true. There 
were major schools of Hindu law within which there was 
much variation from caste to caste and sometimes from fami- 
ly to family. We now know that in addition to this kind of 
variation, Hindu law was constantly changing in relation to 
changed political, social and economic conditions. The func- 
tion of a pandit was not only as a repository of a fixed tradi- 
tional law, but as a sophisticated and sensitive interpreter of a 
changing legal culture. In Hindu legal texts there was recog- 
nition of regional variation in custom as early as 500 Bc. For 
example, the practice of marriage of a male to his mother’s 
brother’s daughter existed in parts of south India, even 
though this violated the sapinda rule under which marriage 
within five generations on the mother’s side and seven on the 
father’s side was prohibited. Thus when south Indian legal 
scholars struggled ‘to establish its validity [that of marrying a 
mother’s brother’s daughter} by their own interpretations of 
the Sastras (law books) they were really out to seek Sastric 
support for a usage to which they were born’ (Sen-Gupta 
1953:2). 

The search for certainty in Hindu law continued and in the 
1820s the doctrine of stare decisis grew in relation to adjudica- 
tion of disputes involving personal law. The publication of 
decisions was haphazard and incomplete until the 1840s when 
the provincial governments began to publish rulings of both 
district and provincial courts, and collections of published 
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cases for this period such as Moore’s Indian Appeals were 
made available. 

Full official publication of reported cases began only after 
passage of the Indian Law Reports Act of 1875 (Alexandro- 
wicz 1958:19-20). By the end of the nineteenth century Hin- 
du law became mainly case law based on published cases, and 
was to a lesser extent based on legislation. 

Only in the twentieth century, and in large measure only 
since Independence—with passage in the national parliament 
and the state legislatures of bills codifying Hindu law—has 
the certainty which the early British judges sought begun to 
take form (Derrett 1957). 

With the passage of legislation outlawing discrimination 
on the basis of caste, eliminating all bars to intermarriage, 
outlawing polygyny for Hindus, enabling girls to inherit part 
of their father’s estate, and with the passage of earlier laws re- 
garding the age of marriage and permitting widow remar- 
riage, the legal framework for large-scale social changes has 
been established (Derrett 1957; Galanter 1961a, b, 1962, 
1963a; Luschinsky 1963). There is, however, little evidence 
that this legislation has affected marriage rules and family 
structure in the way changes in land tenure have affected ru- 
ral social structure. There is little mention in recent anthro- 
pological literature of these laws. Luschinsky concluded that 
in Senapur where between 1954 and 1957 she studied the role 
of women ‘it is doubtful if the legislative changes will affect 
the lives of many village women very soon’ (Luschinsky 
1963:524). Many women in Senapur, the village studied by 
Luschinsky, felt that the new laws, if enforced, would dis- 
rupt present satisfactory relationships between brothers and 
sisters in cases of inheritance. The possibility of divorce for 
high-caste women (divorce for low caste women is and was 
possible and frequent) in the village seemed to Luschinsky’s 
informants to raise more problems than it would solve re- 
garding children, property and family honour (Luschinsky 
1963:576). 

Two studies on divorce after the recent legislation have 
been carried out in Poona district in Maharashtra (Damle 
1956; Deshpande 1963). Poona city had a population of 
481,000 in 1951 and the district over a million. From 1955 to 
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1963 there were 771 petitions, in 46 per cent of which either a 
divorce or a judicial separation was granted (Deshpande 
1963:1179). It is interesting to note that almost 57 per cent of 
the divorces were granted to parties from castes in which di- 
vorce is prevalent anyway (Deshpande 1963:1183). 
Deshpande’s run of statistics is too short to infer any trend 
over a period of time, but the number of petitions reached a 
peak in 1959 of 154, four years after the establishment of the 
Act, and then steadily declined to 42 in 1962. Deshpande feels 
the peak number in 1959 represents the end of a backlog of 
cases of those wanting a divorce (Deshpande 1963:1179). 
The British court’s administration of Hindu law seems to 
have drawn them into some peculiar situations, at least to the 
extent that cases decided actually affected the behaviour of a 
large number of the population. As the judges came to recog- 
nize the differences in the application of law depending on 
caste, they found themselves adjudicating certain matters 
affecting caste. Even though the British broke with the tradi- 
tion of the state’s central judicial role in caste matters and by 
the end of the eighteenth century held the position that caste 
questions could not be raised in the British courts, the British 
did in effect adjudicate questions regarding caste and inter- 
caste relations in regard to succession to certain traditional 
offices, ritual and secular, and to family property (Kikani 
1912; McCormack 1959; Galanter 1963). Into the twentieth 
century the courts frequently upheld the rights of certain 
priests to collect fees and to manage temples and of tradition- 
al workmen (parjuniya) to collect their dues from their patrons. 
The courts at times found themselves deciding on social posi- 
tion of castes. It became the law through interpretation of 
Hindu legal texts and judicial decision that in twice-born 
castes (Brahman, Kshatriya and Vais) sister’s sons could not 
be adopted, marriage between varnas (with the limited ex- 
ception of Bombay) was not valid, and an illegitimate son in 
twice-born castes was only entitled to maintenance. In these 
and similar questions it became necessary for the courts to 
decide to which of the four varnas the disputants belonged. 
Hence, like the kings of previous rules, the courts in effect 
had to decide caste precedence. The courts adopted the four- 
varna theory since this is what could be substantiated from 
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legal texts, even though it was obvious the theory had little 
to do with social realities of the nineteenth and early twen- 
tieth centuries. 

The social consequences of the British administrators’ and 
judges’ attempts to utilize Hindu law in the administration of 
justice in India is extremely difficult to assess. Some scholars 
have argued that the British helped to ossify Indian society by 
enshrining what were already outdated legal materials. J. 
Duncan M. Derrett, a leading Western student of Hindu law, 
has argued the contrary: he states Hindu law was never fixed 
and continued to change and be modified during the British 
period by the production of new texts down into the 1820s 
and then through changing interpretations of the cases (Der- 
rett 1959:46-7, 1961b, 1961c, 1962:19, Lipstein 1957:87-8). 
The question of the flexibility of law itself and the ability of 
judges to interpret and decide within a context of social 
change is only a small part of the question of the effects of 
law on society. The social scientist must first document the 
fact of social change and then demonstrate the relation be- 
tween the social change and the law. 

The law, the courts and the administration were effective 
in eliminating the practice of sati, the immolation of a Hindu 
widow on her husband’s funeral pyre (Thompson 1928). 
Laws against the practice of female infanticide among certain 
groups (Rajputs, Ahirs, and Gujars) in northern India were 
less effective as it took more than sixty years in many parts of 
India to eliminate the practice. 

The early age of marriage for females is another custom 
that lawmakers have tried to alter, the mean age of females at 
marriage has risen from 12.5 years in 1891 to 15.2 in 1951, 
with the Sarda Act of 1929 and the Hindu Marriage Act of 
1955 being the major laws affecting, on nationwide basis, the 
age of marriage. Although discussion surrounding age of 
marriage in law writing and the passage of law is an express- 
ion of changing values among some of the élite groups in 
India, it is difficult to document a direct connection between 
law and social change in this instance (Goode 1963:232-6; 
Kapadia 1958:138-66). 
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The intent of this essay has been to survey a wide spectrum of 
legal situations in India with reference to research of an 
anthropological and sociological character. I have in the first 
half stressed the social, structural and political context in 
which the resolution of disputes takes place at the village 
level. A preliminary classification was attempted on which to 
base further field work on local law-ways, particularly in re- 
lation to the role of the dominant caste and to factions and 
process settling. Further work along the lines of research re- 
viewed can be expected as a by-product of present interest in 
the political structure of villages and continuing interest in the 
ethnography of peasant India. There is, however, need for 
systematic work on law in regard to particular castes, as vill- 
ages have been the primary unit of recent anthropological re- 
search. Interest in caste has been largely devoted to intercaste 
relations and the study of a total system, rather than to inten- 
sive study of particular castes across village lines.. 

The greatest gap in the study of law in relation to society in 
India is, generally speaking, in the area of the relation of local 
law-ways to the all-India legal culture and the study of this 
culture by anthropologists and sociologists. With the excep- 
tions of J. D. M. Derrett and Marc Galanter, there are few 
sociologically sophisticated students of Indian law systemati- 
cally writing on that subject. Political scientists have either 
fixed on constitutional questions or questions of political be- 
haviour. There are no sociologists of law in India or abroad, 
in the same sense that this speciality has emerged in American 
studies. No anthropologist except William McCormack has 
explored the significance of law for anthropology in India at 
the national or state level, and his work is still preliminary 
and unpublished. 

Anthropologists concerned with India have moved from 
the study of local situations to questions of widespread pro- 
cess of cultural emulation (Sanskritization), of the rela- 
tionship of the great and little traditions, of the interrelation 
of national, state, and local political behaviours and struc- 
tures, and they are now beginning to study urban centres; it 
can be hoped that studies of aspects of the all-India legal sys- 
tem will soon follow. 
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Representing Authority in 
Victorian India* 


CULTURAL CONTRADICTIONS IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF A 
RITUAL IDIOM 


By the middle of the nineteenth century, India’s colonial 
society was marked by a sharp disjunction between a small, 
alien ruling.group, British in culture, and a quarter of a bil- 
lion Indians whom the British effectively controlled. The 
military superiority of these aliens had just been successfully 
demonstrated in the brutal suppression of a widespread milit- 
ary and civil revolt which had spread through much of 
Upper India in 1857 and 1858. In the two decades that fol- 
lowed this military action, a theory of authority became 
codified, based on ideas and assumptions about the proper 
ordering of groups in Indian society and their relationship to 
their British rulers. In conceptual terms the British, who had 
started their rule as ‘outsiders’, became ‘insiders’ by vesting 
in their monarch the sovereignty of India through the Gov- 
ernment of India Act of 2 August 1858. This new relationship 
between the British monarch, her Indian subjects and the na- 
tive princes of India was proclaimed in all principal centres of 
British rule in India on 8 November 1858. In the proclama- 
tion Queen Victoria assured the Indian princes that ‘their 
rights, dignity and honour’ as well as their control over their 
territorial possessions would be respected, and that the queen 


* This essay was first published in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Hobs- 
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‘was bound to the natives of Our Indian territories by the 
same obligations of duty which bind us to all our other sub- 
jects’. All her Indian subjects were to be secure in the practice 
of their religions. They were to enjoy ‘the equal and impartial 
protection of the law’, and in the framing and administration 
of this law: ‘due regard would be paid to the ancient rights, 
usages and customs of India’. The princes and her Indian sub- 
jects were informed by the queen that all would be done to 
stimulate ‘the peaceful industry of India, to promote works 
of public utility and improvement’, and that they ‘should 
enjoy that social advancement which can only be secured by 
eternal peace and good government’.! 

The proclamation was based on two main assumptions: 
firstly that there was an indigenous diversity in culture, soci- 
ety and religion in India, and secondly that the foreign rulers 
had a responsibility for the maintenance of an equitable form 
of government which would be directed not only to protect- 
ing the integrity inherent in this diversity, but also to social 
and material progress which would benefit the ruled. 

The proclamation can be viewed as a cultural statement 
which encompasses two divergent or even contradictory 
theories of rule: one which sought to maintain India as a 
feudal order, and the other looking towards changes which 
would inevitably lead to the destruction of this feudal order. 
Each of these theories about British rule incorporated ideas 
about the sociology of India, and the relationship of the rulers 
to individuals and groups in Indian society. If India were to 
be ruled in a feudal mode, then an Indian aristocracy had to 
be recognized and/or created, which could play the part of 
‘loyal feudatories’ to their British queen. If India were to be 
ruled by the British in a ‘modernist’ mode, then principles 
which looked to a new kind of civic or public order had to be 
developed. Those adhering to this view desired a representa- 
tional mode of government based sociologically on com- 
munities and interests with individuals representing these 
entities. 

British adherents of both the feudal and the representation- 
al mode of colonial government shared a number of assump- 
tions about the past and present of India, and the continued 
necessity and desirability of monarchical rule for India. In 
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both modes, although Indians might become associated with 
their white rulers as feudatories or as representatives of com- 
munities and interests, effective system-wide decisions 
would be made by the British colonial rulers. The British rul- 
ers assumed that Indians had lost their right to self-rule 
through their own weakness, which led to their subjugation 
by a succession of ‘foreign’ rulers, stretching back to the 
Aryan invasions, and, in the more recent past, to the British 
conquest of the preceding imperial rulers of India, the 
Mughals. The apparent fact of Indian incompetence for self- 
rule was accepted by all the British concerned with ruling 
India. What arguments there were among the British were 
related to whether this incompetence was inherent and perma- 
nent, or whether under proper tutelage Indians could become 
effective enough to rule themselves. The feudal theory could 
encompass the representational theory and the possibility of 
evolution of competence, since the British had lived through 
a feudal stage in their own history, and in analytical terms the 
Indian present could be seen as the British past. The British 
polity, society and economy had evolved into its modern 
form from this past; hence theoretically the present feudal 
society of India could also evolve into a modern one in the 
distant future. In policy terms the members of the ruling 
group could argue about the political efficacy of supporting 
landlords, princes, the peasants or the rising urban-based 
western-educated Indians in terms of a general agreement on 
the nature of Indian society and the accomplishment of ulti- 
mate goals for India, without questioning the existing in- 
stitutions of colonial rule. 

In the 1860s and 1870s, the notion that ‘authority once 
achieved must have a secure and usable past’? was also be- 
coming established. The past, which was being codified and 
required representation to both the British in India and at 
homie, and the Indians, had a British and an Indian compo- 
nent, and a theory of the relationship of the two parts. The 
queen was the monarch of both India and Great Britain, an 
authoritative centre of both societies. The head of the British 
government in India after 1858 had a dual title and office. As 
Governor-General he was responsible ultimately to the par- 
liament and as ‘viceroy’ he represented the monarch and her 
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relationship to the princes and peoples of India. 

Starting in 1858, as part of the re-establishment of political 
order, Lord Canning, the first Viceroy of India, undertook a 
series of extensive tours through north India to make man- 
ifest the new relationship proclaimed by the queen. These 
tours had as one of their main features durbars, meetings, 
with large numbers of Indian princes, notables and Indian 
and British officials, at which honours and rewards were pre- 
sented to Indians who had demonstrated loyalty to their fore- 
ign rulers during the uprisings of 1857-8. At these durbars 
Indians were granted titles such as Raja, Nawab, Rai Sahib, Rai 
Bahadur, and Khan Bahadur, presented with special clothes 
and emblems (khelats), granted special privileges and some 
exemptions from normal administrative procedures, and 
given rewards in the form of pensions and land grants for va- 
rious actions such as the protection of Europeans during the 
uprising and the provision of troops and supplies to the 
British armies. The form of these durbars was a model de- 
rived from court rituals of the Mughal emperors and utilized 
by eighteenth-century Indian rulers, Hindu and Muslim, and 
then adapted by the British in the early nineteenth century 
with English officials acting as Indian rulers. 

The central ritual which took place in the Mughal’s durbar 
was an act of incorporation. The person to be thus honoured 
offered nazar, gold coins, and/or peshkash, valuables such as 
elephants, horses, jewels and other precious objects. The 
amount of gold coins offered, or the nature and amount of 
peshkash presented, were carefully graded and related to the 
rank and status of the person making the prestation. The 
Mughal would present a khelat which, narrowly construed, 
consisted of specific and ordered sets of clothes, including a 
cloak, turban, shawls, various turban ornaments, a necklace 
and other jewels, arms and shields, but could also include 
horses and elephants with various accoutrements as signs of 
authority and lordship. The number of such items and their 
value was also graded. Some insignia, clothes and rights, 
such as the use of drums and certain banners, were restricted 
to members of a ruling family. Under the Mughals and other 
Indian rulers, these ritual prestations constituted a rela- 
tionship between the giver and receiver, and were not under- 
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stood as simply an exchange of goods and valuables. The 
khelat was a symbol ‘of the idea of continuity or succes- 
sion . . . and that continuity rests on a physical basis, de- 
pending on contact of the body of recipient with the body of 
the donor through the medium of the clothing’.* The reci- 
pient was incorporated through the medium of the clothing 
into the body of the donor. This incorporation, according to 
F. W. Buckler, rests on the idea that the king stands for a 
‘system of rule of which he is the incarnation . . . incorpor- 
ating into his body . . . the persons of those who share his 
rule’.* Those thus incorporated were not just servants of the 
king, but part of him, ‘just as the eye is the main function of 
sight, and the ear in the realm of hearing’. Nazar, the term 
applied to gold coins offered by the subordinate, comes from 
an Arabic and Persian word for ‘vow’. In its typical form it is 
offered in the coin of the ruler, and is the officer’s acknow- 
ledgement that the ruler is the source of wealth and well- 
being. The offering of nazar is the reciprocal of the receipt of 
the khelat and part of the act of incorporation. These acts, 
seen from the perspective of the giver of nazar and the accep- 
tor of the khelats, were acts of obedience, pledges of loyalty, 
and the acceptance of the superiority of the giver of the khe- 
lats. 

In durbars there were well-established rules for the relative 
placement of people and objects. The spatial order of a dur- 
bar fixed, created and represented relationships with the rul- 
er. The closer to the person of the ruler or his representative 
one stood, the higher one’s status. In a durbar, traditionally, 
the royal personage sat on cushions or a low throne placed on 
a slightly raised platform; all others stood in rows ordered 
vertically from the left and right down the audience hall or 
tent. In other durbars the rows might be horizontally ordered 
and separated by railings, but in either case the closer one 
stood to the person of the royal figure, the more one shared 
his authority. On entering the durbar, each person made 
obeisance to the person of the ruler, usually by prostrating 
himself and saluting by touching his head in various man- 
ners. In Mughal terms the saluter ‘has placed his head (which 
is the seat of the senses and mind) into the hand of humility, 
giving it to the royal assembly as a present’.° If nazar or pesh- 
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kash were to be offered, and khelats or other honours to be 
received, the person would step forward, and the prestations 
seen and/or touched by the royal personage; then he would 
be robed by an official or the ruler and receive other valu- 
ables. If horses or elephants were being presented, these 
would be led to the entrance of the audience hall for viewing. 

The British in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
tended to misconstrue these acts by seeing them as economic 
in nature and function. The offering of nazar and peshkash 
were seen as paying for favours, which the British then trans- 
lated into ‘rights’ relating to their trading activities. In the 
case of the subordinates of Indian rulers, the rights estab- 
lished privileges which were the source of wealth and status. 
The objects which formed the basis of the relationship 
through incorporation—cloth, clothes, gold and silver coins, 
animals, weapons, jewels and jewelry, and other objects-— 
were construed by the British to be utilitarian goods which 
were part of their system of trade. To the Indians, the value 
of the objects was not set in a market, but by the ritual act of 
incorporation. A sword received from the hand of the 
Mughal or with a long lineage, having been held by various 
persons, had value far transcending its ‘market’ value. The 
cloth and clothes which were key elements in a khelat took 
on the character of heirlooms. They were to be stored, main- 
tained from generation to géneration, and displayed an spe- 
cial occasions. They were not for ordinary use and wear. The 
British glossed the offering of nazar as bribery and peshkash 
as tribute, following their own cultural codes, and assumed 
there was a direct quid pro quo involved. 

In the second half of the eighteenth century the East India 
Company emerged after a series of struggles with their French 
competitors. as the most militarily powerful of the Indian 
states, by defeating successively the Nawab of Bengal (1757), 
the Nawab Vizier of Awadh and the Mughal emperor (1764), 
Tipu, the Sultan of Mysore (1799) and the Marathas under 
Scindhia (1803). Their position as a national power within the 
state system of eighteenth-century India was derived from 
their appointment as Diwan (chief civil officer) of Bengal by 
the Mughal emperor in 1765, and establishment of their role 
of ‘protector’ of the Mughal emperor in 1803, after Lord 
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Lake had captured Delhi, the Mughal ‘capital’. Rather than 
deposing the Mughal and proclaiming themselves rulers of 
India in succession to the Mughal empire, the British were 
content, on the instructions of Lord Wellesley, their Governor- 
General, to offer the Mughal ‘every demonstration of rever- 
ence, respect, and attention’.° Creating the East India Com- 
pany as what Wellesley and other officials of the time 
thought of as the ‘protector’ of the Mughal emperor, they 
thought they would come into ‘possession of the nominal au- 
thority of the Mughal’.’” The acquisition of ‘nominal author- 
ity’ was thought by the British to be useful, for even though 
the Mughal in European terms had ‘no real power, dominion 
and authority, almost every state and class of people in India 
continue to acknowledge his nominal authority’.® Sir John 
Kaye, whose History of the Indian Mutiny was and in many re- 
gards still is the standard work on the ‘causes’ of the Great 
Uprising, commented on the relationship between the East 
India Company and the Mughal from 1803 to 1857, that a 
‘political paradox’ had been created as the Mughal was ‘to be- 
come a pensioner, a pageant, and a puppet. He was to be a 
King, yet no King-—a something and yet a nothing—a reality 
and a sham at the same time’.” 

After the East India Company gained military control of 
Bengal in 1757 its influence grew and employees of the Com- 
pany began to return to England with great wealth; this 
wealth and influence was beginning to be exerted in the 
home political system. The question of the relation of the 
Company to the crown and the parliament became a crucial 
political issue. A compromise was affected in the India Bill of 
1784, which made parliament ultimately responsible for the 
governance of India but retained the Company as the in- 
strumentality for commercial activity and the governance of 
those territories in India over which the Company came to be 
the ruler. Parliament and the directors of the Company also 
began to limit the acquisition of private fortunes by their em- 
ployees, through reducing and then eliminating private trad- 
ing activities and to define as ‘corruption’ the incorporation 
of officials of the Company into the ruling native groups 
through the acceptance of nazar, khelats and peshkash, which 
were declared to be forms of bribery. 
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With this definition of ‘corruption’, and with the mainte- 
nance of the Mughal emperor as the symbolic centre of the 
Indian political order, ‘another political paradox was estab- 
lished. The British crown was not the crown of India; the 
British in India were subjects of their own kings, but the 
Indians were not. The Mughal continued to be the ‘fountain 
of honour’ for Indians. The English could not be incorporated 
through symbolic acts to a foreign ruler, and perhaps more 
importantly they could not incorporate Indians into their rul- 
ership through symbolic means. 

In the late eighteenth century, as officers of the East India 
Company came more and more to fill the function of tax 
assessors and collectors, judges and magistrates, legislators 
and executives in the Indian political order, they were prohi- 
bited by their employers and their parliament from partici- 
pating in rituals and constituting proper relationships with 
Indians who were their subordinates. Yet in relationships 
with territorial rulers allied with the British who were their 
subordinates, officers of the East India Company realized 
that loyalty had to be symbolized to be effective in the eyes of 
subordinates and followers. The British therefore began the 
practice of presenting khelats and accepting nazar and pesh- 
kash in formal meetings that could be recognized by Indians 
as durbars. 

Although the British, as ‘Indian rulers’ in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, continued the practice of accepting 
nazar and peshkash and giving khelats, they triedto restrict 
the occasions for such rituals. For example, when a prince or 
notable visited the Government House in Calcutta, or when 
the Governor-General, governors, commissioners and lower 
British officials went on tour, a durbar would be held. Khe- 
lats were always granted in the name, and by permission, of 
the governors of presidencies or the Governor-General. 
What was offered by the Indians as nazar and peshkash was 
never kept by the official to whom it was given. Rather, 
valuations and minute listings were made of the objects pre- 
sented, which were ultimately deposited in the Toshakhana, 
a special government treasury for the receipt and disburse- 
ment of presents. Unlike the Indians, the British recycled 
presents which they received, either directly, by giving one 
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Indian what had been received from another, or indirectly, 
by selling at auction in Calcutta what they received and then 
using the funds realized to buy objects to be given as pre- 
sents. The British always tried to equalize in economic terms 
what they gave and received by instructing Indians of the ex- 
act worth of objects or cash they would be allowed to give. 
So if a person was to give Rs. 101 as nazar, he would receive a 
shawl or robe worth that much as his khelat. 

Mughal ritual might seem to have been retained but the 
meanings had been changed. What had been, under Indian 
rulers, a ritual of incorporation now became a ritual marking 
subordination, with no mystical bonding between royal fi- 
gure and the chosen friend and servant who was becoming 
part of the ruler. By converting what was a form of present- 
giving and prestation into a kind of ‘economic exchange’, the 
relationship between British official and Indian subject or 
ruler became contractual. In the first half of the nineteenth 
century the British, as they expanded their rule, rested their 
authority on the idea of contract and ‘good government’. They 
created a mercenary army in which the contract was 
metaphorically expressed as ‘having eaten the Company’s 
salt’. Loyalty between Indian soldiers and their European 
officers was maintained on the basis of regular pay, ‘fair’ 
treatment and observation of the rule of non-interference 
with indigenous religious beliefs and customs. When there 
was rebellion, it was based on the belief, on the part of the 
soldiers, that their ‘contract’, explicit or implicit, had been 
violated, by being made to wear leather hats, or having to 
travel over ‘the black waters’, or having to ingest forbidden 
substances in the form of fat from pigs or bullocks. The state 
became the creator and guarantor of contractual relations be- 
tween Indians in relation to the use of the basic resources of 
labour and land, through the introduction of European ideas 
of property, rent and revenue. Local lords who were the up- 
holders of a social order based on cosmological concepts, and 
who maintained right order through ritual action, were con- 
verted into ‘landlords’. Indian ‘kings’ who were allowed 
internal autonomy over their domains were reduced to the 
status of ‘chiefs and princes’. They were controlled through 
treaties which were contractual in nature, as they guaranteed 
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the boundaries of the states, pledged the support of the Com- 
pany to a royal family and its descendants, in return for giv- 
ing up the capacity for making war, and effective as long as 
they ‘practised good government’ and accepted the supervi- 
sion of an English official. 

I would argue that in the first half of the nineteenth century 
there was an incompleteness and contradiction in the cultural- 
symbolic constitution of India.‘A cultural symbolic constitu- 
tion’, to quote Ronald Inden, 


embraces such things as classificatory schema, assumptions ab- 
out how things are, cosmologies, world views, ethical systems, 
legal codes, definitions of governmental units and social groups, 
ideologies, religious doctrines, myths, rituals, procedures, and 
rules of etiquette. '° 


The elements within a cultural-symbolic constitution are not 
a mere assemblage of items or things, but are ordered into a 
pattern which asserts the relationship of the elements to each 
other and constructs their value. 

The indigenous theory of rulership in India was based on 
ideas of incorporation, and a theory of hierarchy in which 
rulers not only outranked everyone but could also encompass 
those they ruled. Hence the continuing significance of the 
Mughal emperor, even as a ‘pensioner’, as both Indian sub- 
jects of the East India Company and rulers of the allied states 
still bore titles of honour which he alone could grant. The 
khutba in mosques, even in British India, continued to be read 
in his name, coins of the East India Company until 1835 bore 
his name, and many of the Indian states continued to mint 
coins until 1859-60 with the regnal year of the Mughal 
emperor on them. Although the British referred to the 
Mughal emperor in English as the ‘King of Delhi’, they con- 
tinued to use his full imperial titles when they addressed him 
in Persian. As the monarch of Great Britain was not the 
monarch of India until 1858, the Governor-Generals had dif- 
ficulty in honouring Indians with medals and titles. When a 
Governor-General went on tour and held durbars for Indian 
rulers, they were usually with only one ruler at a time, avoid- 
ing the question of ranking one chief above another in terms 
of placement vis-à-vis the body of the Governor-General. It 
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was not until the 1850s that the British began to try to regula- 
rize the practice of firing gun salutes as marks of respect for 
Indian rulers. The rank system which the gun salutes signified 
was not fixed until 1867. Efforts on the part of Governor- 
Generals to symbolize a new order or to eliminate some of 
the contradictions and lacunae in the cultural-symbolic con- 
stitution met with scepticism and even rebuke on the part of 
the directors of the East India Company and the President of 
the Board of Control in London. Lord William Bentinck, 
Governor-General 1828-35, was the first to perceive the de- 
sirability of locating an ‘Imperial’ capital away from Calcutta, 
and suggested to his employees in London the ‘need for a 
Cardinal point’ for their seat of government.'’ Agra became 
his choice for such a ‘Cardinal point’, as he believed it was 
Akbar’s capital, and he thought there was little difference be- 
tween the political conditions of Akbar’s time and his own as 
both rulers were concerned with ‘preservation of empire’. !? 
Agra was seen as ‘the brightest jewel’ of the Governor- 
General’s crown’, !? as it was located ‘amid all the scenes of 
past and future glory, where the empire is to be saved or 
lost’. '4 

When Bentinck raised the question of the possibility of 
moving the capital in 1829, the court of directors forbade the 
consideration of such a move by pointing out that their rule 
was not the rule of a single independent sovereign, but that 
India ‘is governed by adistant Maritime power, and the posi- 
tion of the seat of Government must be considered with re- 
ference to that péculiar circumstance’. It was precisely this 
maritime/mercantile past which Bentinck sought to change, 
as he believed the character of British rule was ‘no longer the 
inconsistent one of Merchant and Sovereign’,!> but rather 
that of an imperial power. Lord Ellenborough, who had been 
President of the Board of Control, 1828-30, at the time of 
periodic investigation of the state of the East India Com- 
pany’s territories prior to the renewal of its twenty-year char- 
ter by parliament, suggested to the then prime minister, the 
Duke of Wellington, that the government of India should be 
transferred to the crown. '® The suggestion was turned down 
by the Duke who, Ellenborough thought, was ‘anxious not 
to estrange the London commercial interests’.'” 
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Ellenborough became the Governor-General of India after 
the great defeat of the Company’s army by the Afghans in 
1842, and was determined to restore the prestige of British 
rule in India. He directed an invasion of Afghanistan, which 
resulted in the sacks of Ghazni and Kabul as an act of retribu- 
tion. Ellenborough conceived of symbolizing the defeat of 
the Muslim Afghans by having what were thought to be the 
Gates of Somnath, a famous Hindu temple in Gujarat (which 
had been plundered and desecrated six hundred years earlier 
by Muslims, and the gates carried off to Afghanistan), re- 
turned in triumph to India and placed in a newly built temple 
in Gujarat. He issued instructions that the sandalwood gates 
be carried on a cart through the cities of Punjab and brought to 
Delhi, accompanied by a honour guard, and with due cere- 
mony. Elienborough signalized his intention by issuing a 
proclamation ‘to all the Princes and Chiefs and the People of 
India’. The return of the gates was to be, Ellenborough pro- 
claimed, the ‘proudest record of your national glory; the proof 
of your superiority in arms over the nations beyond the 
Indus’. He went on to identify himself with peoples and princes 
of India ‘in interest and feeling’, stated that the ‘heroic army’ 
reflected ‘immortal honour upon my native and adopted 
country’, and promised that he would preserve and improve 
‘the happiness of our two countries’.'? He wrote in a similar 
vein to the young Queen Victoria about the victory and that 
the ‘recollections of the imperial authority [were] now 
... transferred to the British Government’, and all that 
remained to be done was to make the princes of India ‘feuda- 
tories of an Empress’, if “your Majesty were to become the 
nominal head of the Empire’.'? 

Ellenborough had a special medal struck to honour those 
British and Indian soldiers in the Company’s army who 
served in China during the Opium War. The Duke of Wel- 
lington felt that Ellenborough, through this action, had 
usurped the prerogatives of the crown.” Ellenborough’s ac- 
tion and his proclamation concerning the return of the Gates 
of Somnath led to vicious criticism and ridicule amongst the 
British in India as well as in England. Although Ellenbor- 
ough’s concerns with symbolic representations of the impe- 
rial role for the British in India were not the cause of his recall 
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in 1844, they were taken as indicative of a view of the rela- 
tionship between India and England which found little sup- 
port either in England or in India. 

The contradictions and difficulties in defining a symbolic- 
cultural constitution are traceable in the efforts made during 
the first half of the nineteenth century to construct a ritual 
idiom through and by which British authority was to be rep- 
resented to Indians. The continued use of the Mughal idiom 
caused continuing difficulties, such as arduous negotiations 
between British officials and Indian subjects over questions 
of precedence, forms of address, the continued rights to use 
Mughal titles, the Mughal’s continued receipt of the nazar 
from both Indians and British officials, and his granting of 
khelats and issuance of sanads (royal charters) at the succes- 
sion to the masnad in Indian states. This latter practice the 
British referred to as the ‘traffic in sanads’. 

The conflict was not only amongst the nobles and élites 
and British officials, but found its way into the daily practice 
of East India’s courts and local offices, in what became 
known as the ‘shoe controversy’. The British in India fol- 
lowed a metonymical logic in their relations with their Indian 
subjects, and the wearing of shoes by Indians in the presence 
of the British was seen as an effort to establish relationships 
of equality -between the ruled and their rulers. Hence, Indians 
were always forced to remove their shoes or sandals when 
entering what the British defined as their space—their offices 
and homes. On the other hand, the British always insisted on 
wearing shoes when entering Indian spaces, including mos- 
ques and temples. The one significant exception that was 
allowed was if an Indian habitually wore European clothes in 
public, then he would be allowed to wear shoes in the pre- 
sence of his English masters on such occasions of western- 
style rituals such as the Governor-General’s levee, a drawing 
room conversazione or a ball. 

The British experimented with varying forms of ritual to 
mark public occasions. The laying of the corner stones for 
the Hindu College building and the Muhammadan College 
in 1824 in Calcutta was celebrated ‘with the usual imposing 
ceremonies of Masonry’.”' The colleges were established 
under the auspices of the Committee on Public Instruction, 
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which was made up of Indians and Europeans who raised 
funds largely from private sources for these institutions. The 
colleges were to instruct Indians on the ‘fundamental princi- 
ples of the Moral and Physical Sciences’.?? The members of 
the Free Mason lodges of Calcutta, of which there were 
several, marched in procession through the streets of Calcutta 
led by a band and each lodge’s insignia and banner, and 
assembled in the square in which the building was to be con- 
structed. 


The Cups, Square, and other implements of the Craft were then 
placed on the Pedestal . . . The Reverend Brother Bryce . . . of- 
fered up a solemn prayer to the great Architect of the Uni- 
verse . . . As far as the eye could reach, it met Tiers above Tiers 
of human faces, the house tops in every direction being crowded 
to cramming by the natives anxious to have a view of the impos- 
ing scene.” 


After the prayer, coins and a silver plate with the dedicatory 
inscription were deposited in the hole over which the founda- 
tion stone was to be placed. The stone was then lowered and 
anointed with corn, oil and wine. There then followed a 
speech by the Provincial Grand Master, and the conclusion of 
the ceremony was marked by the playing of the national 
anthem, ‘God Save the King’. Not only is the idiom of the 
ritual a European one, but so is the institution being cele- 
brated and its underlying public/civic ideal. The education to 
be offered at these two institutions was to be a secular one, 
not involved with the transmission of sacred knowledge as in 
the indigenous educational institutions. Although one in- 
stitution was for Hindus and the other for Muslims, admis- 
sion was not restricted to particular groups of Hindus or 
Muslims as was the normal practice. The fact that funds were 
raised by public subscription, seen as a European-style charit- 
able act, as well as the use of funds raised by public lotteries, 
marked the occasion as, if not unique, certainly quite novel. 
The first decades of the nineteenth century were rich in the 
celebrations of British victories in India and Europe, the 
arrivals and departures of Governor-Generals and military 
heroes, the deaths and coronations of English kings and royal 
birthdays. The idiom of these occasions would appear to be 
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the same as in England, with fireworks, military parades, 
illuminations, dinners with their ceremonial toasts, rnusic 
accompaniments, Christian prayers and, above all, frequent 
speeches. Indians participated marginally as soldiers in the 
parades, as servants or as audiences for the public parts of the 
celebrations. 


EVENTS INTO STRUCTURE: THE MEANING OF THE UPRISING 
OF 1857 


The contradictions in the cultural-symbolic constitution of 
British India were resolved in the rising of 1857, traditionally 
described as the Indian Mutiny, which led to the desacraliza- 
tion of the person of the Mughal emperor, a brutal demon- 
stration of the power which the British had to coerce Indians, 
and the establishment of a myth of the superiority of the 
British character over that of the disloyal Indians. 

The trial of the emperor following the defeat of the rebel- 
lion, formally announced a transformation of rule.?* The 
bringing of a king to trial means those doing so believe this is 
an act of justice and ‘an explicit denial of the King’s claim to 
rule’. Its meaning, according to Michael Walzer, is that it 
severs the past from the present and future and establishes 
new political principles marking the triumph of a new kind 
of government.” 

The trial of the emperor has to be seen in relation to the 
Government of India Act of 1858, and the Queen’s Proc- 
lamation of 1 November 1858. The trial and judicial exiling 
of the emperor and the end of Mughal rule was accomplished 
by completely desanctifying the previous political order of 
the society. The parliamentary act and the queen’s proclama- 
tion declare the beginning of a new order. This new order re- 
quired a centre, required a means by which Indians now 
could relate to this centre, and the development of the ritual 
expression of British authority in India. 

In the cultural system of Anglo-India the Great Rebellion 
of 1857-8 can be viewed as demarcating crucial changes. For 
the British ruling elites, at home and in India, the meanings 
attached to the events of 1857—8, and the resulting constitu- 
tional changes, were increasingly the pivot around which 
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their theory of colonial rule rotated. The war led to redefini- 
tions of the nature of Indian society, the necessary and proper 
relationships of the rulers to the ruled, and a reassessment of 
the goals of the government of India, which in turn led to 
continued changes in the institutional arrangements required 
to implement these goals. For the Englishmen in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century, travelling in India as visitors 
or in the course of their duties, there was a regular Mutiny 
pilgrimage to visit the sites of the-great events—the Delhi 
Ridge, the Memorial Well and the Gardens in Kanpur, cap- 
ped by a large marble statue of the Angel of Resurrection, 
and the Residency in Lucknow. Tombs memorials, stones 
and their inscriptions, and tablets which are affixed to the 
walls of European churches marked for the English the mar- 
tyrdom, sacrifice and ultimate triumphs of military and civi- 
lians whose death made sacred, to the Victorian Englishmen, 

their rule in India. 

To the English from 1859 to the early part of the twentieth 
century, the Mutiny was seen as a heroic myth embodying 
and expressing their central values which explained their rule 
in India to themselves—sacrifice, duty, fortitude; above all it 
symbolized the ultimate triumph over those Indians who had 
threatened properly constituted authority and order. 


THE FORMALIZATION AND REPRESENTATION OF THE RITUAL 
IDIOM: THE IMPERIAL ASSEMBLAGE OF 1877 


The twenty years after the desacralization of Delhi and the 
final suppression of the uprising of 1858 were marked by the 
completion of the symbolic-cultural constitution of British 
India. I will only briefly list the components of the content 
of this constitution, and then go on to describe how these 
components were represented in a ritual event, the Imperial 
Assemblage of 1877, which was held to proclaim Queen Vic- 
toria Empress of India. 

The central political fact was the end of the Company’s 
rule and the establishment of the monarch of Great Britain as 
the monarch of India in 1858. This act may be seen as the re- 
ciprocal of the final desacralization of the Mughal empire. It 
ended the ambiguity in the position of the British in India as 
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now the British monarchy encompassed both Britain and 
India. A social order was established with the British crown 
seen as the centre of authority, and capable of ordering 
into a single hierarchy all its subjects, Indian and 
British. The Indian princes now were Queen Victoria’s ‘loyal 
Indian Feudatories’, who owed deference and allegiance 
to her through her Viceroy. The Governor-General and 
the Viceroy, being the same person, was unequivocally the 
locus of authority in India, and all the British and Indians 
could be ranked in relation to him, whether it be by office 
held, or membership in various status groups. The British 
operated in India with an ordinal theory of hierarchy, in 
which individuals could be ranked by precedence—this pre- 
cedence being based on fixed and known criteria, established 
by ascription and succession, or achievement and office. For 
the allied princes an effort had been made by 1876 to group 
them by region, with a fixed assignment of rank vis-d-vis 
other rulers in their region. The size of a prince’s state, the 
amount of their revenue, the date at which they had become 
allies of the East India Company, the history of their families, 
their standing in relation to the Mughal empire and their acts 
of loyalty towards the British could all be weighed, and an 
index established to determine the rank of any ruler. This sta- 
tus was then represented at durbars held by Governors or 
Lieutenant-Governors of the region, or when the Viceroy- 
Governor-General went on a progress. A code of conduct 
was established for princes and chiefs for their attendance at 
the durbar. The clothes they wore, the weapons they could 
carry, the number of retainers and soldiers that could accom- 
pany them to the Viceroy’s camp, where they were met by 
British officials in relation to the camp, the number of gun 
salutes fired in their honour, the time of the entry into the 
durbar hall or tent, whether the Viceroy would rise and come 
forward to greet them, where on the viceregal rug they 
would be saluted by the Viceroy, where they would be sea- 
ted, how much nazar they could give, whether they would 
be entitled to a visit from the Viceroy, were all markers of 
rank and could be changed by the Viceroy to raise or lower 
their rank. In correspondence with the Viceroy, the forms of 
salutation, the kinds of Indian titles which the British would 
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use and the phrases used in the conclusion of a letter were all 
graded, and were seen as marks of approval or approbation. 

Similarly, the Indians who were under direct British rule 
were ordinarily ranked in their towns, districts, and pro- 
vinces in the durbar books of various officials. The leading 
men of district were ranked on the basis of revenue paid, 
land held, ancestry of their families, acts of loyalty or dis- 
loyalty to the British government. Indian officials and em- 
ployees of the imperial or provincial government were 
ranked by office, length of service and honours, achieved, 
and the masses by caste, community and religion. 

Immediately after the suppression of the rebellion, and 
the establishment of the Queen of England as the ‘fountain 
of honour’ for India, investigations were made into the sys- 
tem of Indian royal titles, with the goal of ordering them in 
a hierarchy. Not only was the system organized, but hol- 
ders of titles had to ‘prove’ by criteria established by the 
British that their titles were legitimate. Henceforth only the 
Viceroy could grant Indian titles, based on the recom- 
mendation of local or provincial officials. The basis of en- 
titlement became specified by acts of loyalty, outstanding 
and long-term service in the government, special acts of 
charity such as endowing schools and hospitals, contribu- 
tions to special funds and ‘good’ management of resources 
leading to the improvement of agricultural production. 
Indian entitlements were for the length of the life of the hol- 
der, although in some of the leading families there was the 
presumption that with demonstrated good behaviour by the 
successor to the headship of the family, he would in due 
course be rewarded by the renewal in the next generation of 
a title previously held. Honour and titles by the 1870s were 
closely tied to the expressed goals of the new governmental 
order, ‘progress with stability’. 

In 1861 a new royal order of Indian knights was estab- 
ished, the Star of India. At first this order, which included 
>oth Indian and British knights, was restricted to twenty- 
1ve members who were the most important Indian princes 
ind senior and distinguished British civil and military offic- 
‘rs. In 1866 the order was expanded by the addition of two 
ower ranks, and by 1877 there were several hundred hol- 
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ders of knighthoods in the order, which were personal, and 
granted by the queen. The investiture and holding of chap- 
ters of the order added an important European component 
to the ritual idiom which the British were establishing in 
India. The accoutrements of the order were English and ‘feud- 
al’: a robe or mantle, a collar, a medallion with the effigy of 
the queen (the wearing of such a human effigy was anathe- 
ma to Muslims) and a jewelled pendant. The investiture was 
in the European style, with the reading of the warrant and a 
presentation of the insignia, the newly entitled knight kneel- 
ing before the monarch or her representative. The contrac- 
tual aspect of the entitlement was painfully clear to the Indi- 
an recipients as the accoutrements given had to be returned 
at the death of the holder. Unlike prestations received from 
Indian rulers in the past which were kept as sacred objects in 
treasure rooms to be viewed and used on special occasions, 
these had to be returned. The statutes of the order required 
the recipients to sign a bond that the valuables would be re- 
turned by their heirs. Indians also objected to one of the sta- 
tutes which specified the conditions under which the 
knighthood could be rescinded for acts of disloyalty. The 
knighthoods became rewards for ‘good service’. 

The relationship between the crown and India was begin- 
ning to be marked by tours of India by members of the 
royal family, the first of these being the Duke of Edinburgh 
in 1869. The Prince of Wales went on a six month tour of 
India in 1875-6. The royal tours were not only significant in 
India in terms of the representation of the bond between the 
princes and peoples of India and their monarch, but were 
extensively reported in the British press. On the return of 
the Prince of Wales, exhibitions were held in major English 
cities of the exotic and expensive presents which he had re- 
ceived. Ironically, one of the major gifts which the Prince of 
Wales gave in return was an English translation of the Vedas 
by Max Miller. 

The period of 1860 to 1877 saw a rapid expansion of what 
might be thought of as the definition and expropriation of 
Indian civilization by the imperial rulers. Colonial rule’ is 
based on forms of knowledge as much as it is based on 
institutions of direct control. From the founding by Sir 
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William Jones and other European scholars in 1784 of the 
Asiatic Society of Bengal, there had been a steady develop- 
ment in the accumulation of knowledge about the history of 
India, its systems of thoughts, its religious beliefs and prac- 
tices and its society and institutions. Much of this accumula- 
tion was the result of practical experience in law courts, in 
the assessment and collection of revenue and the attendant 
English imperative to order and classify imformation. 
Through this period more and more Europeans came to de- 
fine what they thought of as the uniqueness of Indian civi- 
lization. This definition included the development of an 
apparatus for the study of Indian languages and texts, which 
had the effect of standardizing and making authoritative, 
not only for Europeans but for Indians themselves, what 
were thought to be the ‘classics’ of Indian thought and liter- 
ature. Through the encouragement of the production by In- 
dians of school books, Indians began to write history in the 
European mode, often borrowing European ideas about the 
past of India. In the 1860s an archaeological survey was 
established, with Europeans deciding what were the great 
monuments of India, which monuments were fit for pre- 
servation or for description as part of the Indian ‘heritage’. 
Census operations and the establishment of an ethnographic 
survey were to describe ‘the peoples and cultures of India’, 
to make them available in monographs, photographs and 
through statistical tabulations not only to their own officials 
but to social scientists so that India could be part of the 
laboratory of mankind. The British believed that Indian arts 
and crafts had entered a period of sharp decline in the face of 
western technology and machine-made products, hence 
their arts and crafts had to be collected, preserved and 
placed in museums. In addition, art schools were founded in 
major cities where Indians could be taught how to produce 
sculptures, paintings and craft products, Indian in content 
but appealing and acceptable to western tastes. Indian 
architectural builders began to construct European-style 
buildings, but with ‘Oriental’ decorative motifs. The imperial 
government established committees to search for and pre- 
serve Sanskrit, Persian, Arabic and vernacular language 
manuscripts. Educated Indians increasingly were to learn ab- 
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out their own culture through the mediation of European 
ideas and scholarship. The British rulers were increasingly 
defining what was Indian in an official and ‘objective, sense. 
Indians had to look like Indians: before 1860 Indian soldiers as 
well as their European officers wore western-style uniforms; 
now the dress uniforms of Indians and English included tur- 
bans, sashes and tunics thought to be Mughal or Indian. 

The reified and objectified vision of India, its life, thought, 
sociology and history were to be brought together to cele- 
brate the completion of the political constitution of India, 
through the establishment of Victoria as Empress of India. 


THE ROYAL TITLES ACT OF 1876 


On 8 February 1876, for the first time since the death of her 
busband in 1861, Queen Victoria opened parliament. Much 
to the surprise of the Liberal opposition, she announced in 
her speech that a bill would be introduced in parliament to 
add to her Royal Style and Titles. In her speech she referred 
to the ‘hearty affection’ with which her son, the Prince of 
Wales, then touring in India, was being received ‘by My 
Indian Subjects’. This assured her that ‘they are happy under 
My rule, and loyal to My throne’.*° She therefore deemed it 
an appropriate time to make an addition to the Royal Style 
and Titles. , 

In a speech on 17 February 1876 the Prime Minister, Dis- 
racli, reviewed the discussions of 1858 concerning the dec- 
laration of Victoria as Empress of India. At that time it had 
been considered premature to make Victoria empress be- 
cause of unsettled conditions in India. But, he continued, in 
the subsequent twenty years there had been growing inter- 
est about India in Great Britain. The Prince’s visit had stimu- 
lated a mutal feeling of sympathy in these two countries. 
and Disraeli had been assured that an imperial title, the exact 
nature of which was unspecified, ‘will give great satisfaction 
not merely to the Princes, but to the nations of India’.?’ It 
would signify ‘the unanimous determination of the people 
of this country to retain our connection with the Indian 
Empire’. Disraeli, in this speech, stressed the diversity of 
India, describing it as ‘an ancient country of many nations’, 
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varying peoples and races; ‘differing in religion, in manners 
and in laws—some of them highly gifted and civilized, and 
many of them of rare antiquity’. ‘And this vast community 
is governed’, he continued, ‘under the authority of the 
Queen, by many Sovereign Princes, some of whom occupy 
Thrones which were filled by their ancestors when England 
was a Roman Province’ ? The hyperbolic historical fantasy 
voiced by Disraeli was part of the myth later acted out in 
the Imperial Assemblage. India was diversity—it had no 
coherent communality except that given by British rule 
under the integrating system of the imperial crown. l 

Thus at the base of the Conservative defence of the bill 
was the idea that Indians were a different kind of people 
from the British. The Indians were more susceptible to 
high-sounding phrases, and would be better ruled by appeal 
to their Oriental imaginations, as ‘they attach enormous 
value to very slight distinctions’. It was argued that, given 
the constitutional relations between India and Great Britain, 
the Indian princes were indeed feudatories, and the ambiguity 
existing in relationship of the princes to the British para- 
mountcy would be reduced if the British monarch had a 
title of ‘Emperor’. Although some Indian rulers were called 
‘Prince’ in English, their titles in Indian languages were 
those of kings, for example Maharaja. With the imperial ti- 
tle, the hierarchic order would be clear cut and unequivocal. 
It was pointed out that Queen Elizabeth had used an impe- 
rial title, and that in practice, from Canning’s time in India 
onwards, imperial titles were used to refer to the queen by 
princes and independent Asian rulers such as the Amirs of 
Central Asia. The claim was reiterated that the British were 
successors to the Mughals, who had an imperial crown 
which Indians of all status understood. The British, the 
Conservatives argued, were the successors of the Mughal; 
hence it was right and proper that India’s monarch, Queen 
Victoria, should be declared Empress. 

The Royal Titles Act was passed, and received the royal 
assent on 27 April 1876. The need to overcome the acrimo- 
nious debate, the adverse newspaper coverage, especially as 
it found its way into Indian newspapers and was discussed 
by western-educated Indians, became part of the rationale 
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for planning the Imperial Assemblage. The three principal 
designers of the assemblage, Disraeli, Salisbury (Secretary 
of State for India) and Lord Lytton (the newly appointed 
Viceroy), realized that the Imperial Assemblage must be de- 
signed to make an impact upon the British at home as well 
as upon Indians. 


THE INTENTIONS OF THE PLANNERS OF THE IMPERIAL 
ASSEMBLAGE 


Lord Lytton, the newly appointed Viceroy and Governor- 
General, returned to England from Portugal, where he had 
been serving as ambassador, and by January 1876 had begun 
his effort to overcome his ‘absolute ignorance...concerning 
India’. This effort included meetings in February with 
members of the Indian Office staff and others in London 
considered ‘experts’ on India. The most influential was 
O.T. Burne, who later accompanied Lytton to India as his 
private secretary and was regarded by Lytton as the origina- 
tor of the plan for the assemblage.” 

Lytton chose Burne to be his private secretary to ‘help 
restore friendly and sound relations between India and 
Afghanistan and at the same time to proclaim the Indian Im- 
perial title, in both of which questions’. Burne wrote, ‘I was 
recognized as having a special knowledge’.*’ As was true of 
most Viceroys, Lytton came to India with little knowledge 
of India or, perhaps more importantly, about the workings 
of the government of the colony. Most of the highest offi- 
cials of the raj rose through the ranks of the civil service, 
which meant twenty to thirty years of experience and well- 
entrenched relationships throughout the bureaucracy, as 
well as a highly developed capacity for political intrigue. 
Viceroys complained bitterly about the frustrations in im- 
plementing their plans and policies, dictated by political 
position in England. It fell to the Viceroy’s private secretary 
to articulate the Viceroy’s office with the bureaucracy. 
Questions of appointments, promotions, postings and hon- 
ours initially went through his hands. Viceroys were depen- 
dent on the private secretary's knowledge of personal rela- 
tionships and factions within the bureaucracy, and their 
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capacity to utilize viceregal power effectively in relation to the 
civil service. After twenty years of experience in various 
staff positions, Burne had a wide acquaintance with officials 
in India, and because of his service in Ireland and London 
was well-acquainted with leading politicians at home. 

The planning of the Imperial Assemblage was started in 
secrecy soon after the arrival of Lytton and of Burne in Cal- 
cutta in April 1876. A committee was established which 
included T. H. Thornton, acting foreign secretary of the gov- 
ernment of India who was to be responsible for relations 
with the Indian princes and chiefs, and Major-General (later 
Field-Marshal) Lord Roberts, Quartermaster-General of the 
Indian army, who was in charge of the military planning of 
the assemblage. Also on the committee was Colonel 
George Colley, Lytton’s military secretary, and Major 
Edward Bradford of the political department, head of the re- 
cently established secret police. 

The president of the committee was Thomas Thornton, 
who had served mainly in positions in the secretariat, hav- 
ing been Secretary to the Punjab government for twelve 
years before acting briefly as Foreign Secretary. Major- 
General Roberts, who had made a reputation for himself as 
a logistics specialist, was in charge of planning the camps in 
Delhi.*? Lord Lytton was much impressed with Roberts’s 
abilities. It was because of his performance in planning the 
assemblage that he was selected for command of the British 
forces in Afghanistan, the keystone to Roberts’s later career 
in India and England.** 

The committee drew on the ideas and suggestions of a 
small and influential group of political officers, men who had 
served for many years as residents or agents of Governor- 
Generals in the principal Indian courts. In the earliest stages 
of the work Major-General Sir Henry Dermot Daly, about 
whom Lytton wrote ‘there is universal consensus of opinion 
that there is no man in India who knows how to manage 
Native Princes as well as Daly’,*> seems to have been part of 
the group. Daly argued that holding a durbar with all the 
major princes represented would be impossible because of 
the jealousies and susceptibilities of the chiefs.” The view 
held by most of the political experts was that ‘Questions of 
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precedence and slumbering claims of various kinds 
would infallibly arise, and heart burnings and umbrage and 
even more serious difficulties would ensue’.*’ Lytton tried 
to dissolve the opposition of the political officers by quietly 
ignoring them, and by insisting that the meeting in Delhi was 
not to be a durbar but rather an ‘Imperial Assemblage.’ Thus in 
particular, he hoped that the question of precedence would 
not arise, and, by carefully controlling the visits with the 
princes, to avoid discussing various territorial claims.” 

By the end of July 1876 the committee had finished its 
preliminary planning. The plan was divulged to the Vice- 
roy’s council, and an outline forwarded to London for the 
approval of Salisbury and of Disraeli. At this stage, and into 
August, strict secrecy was maintained, for Lytton feared 
that early announcement of the plan would lead to an outcry 
in the Indian press—European and Indian—about details of 
the plan, and that there would follow a debate as ‘unseemly’ 
as that which had marked the Royal Titles Act. . 

Lytton expected to accomplish a great deal with the 
assemblage. He hoped it would conspicuously ‘place the 
Queen’s authority upon the ancient throne of the Moguls, 
with which the imagination and tradition of [our] Indian 
subjects associate the splendour of supreme power!’ Hence 
the decision was made to hold the assemblage at Delhi, the 
Mughal capital, rather than in Calcutta. At this time Delhi 
was a relatively small city recovering from the destruction 
of the rebellion of 1857. The population of the city was tre- 
ated as a conquered. people. One of the ‘concessions’ 
announced on behalf of the queen at the assemblage was the 
reopening of Zinat ul Musajid, long closed on ‘military 
grounds’ for public worship, and the restoration to the 
Muslims of Delhi of the Fatepuri Mosque in Chandni 
Chowk, which had been confiscated in 1857.” 

The selection of Delhi as the site also avoided associating 
the crown with a distinctly regional centre such as Calcutta 
or Bombay. Delhi had the advantage of being in a relatively 
central location, even though the facilities available for a 
gathering of large numbers were limited. The location of 
the assemblage was related to British rather than Mughal 
Delhi, as the site selected was not the site large maidan in front 
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of the Red Fort (which had been cleared and which today is 
the political ritual centre of India), but one near the ridge on 
sparsely settled ground which had been the scene of the 
great British victory of the Mutiny. The British camp was 
located on the ridge and to the east going down to the 
Jamuna river. 

The assemblage was to be an occasion to raise the enthu- 
siasm of ‘the native aristocracy of the country, whose sym- 
pathy and cordial allegiance is no inconsiderable guarantee 
for the stability...of the Indian Empire’.*’ Lytton was striv- 
ing to develop strong ties between this ‘aristocracy’ and the 
crown. He believed that India would never be held by ‘good 
government’ alone, that is, by improving the condition of 
the ryot, strictly administering justice, and spending huge 
sums on irrigation works. 

The assumed special susceptibility of the Indian to parade 
and show and the key position of the aristocracy were the 
defining themes of the assemblage, which was, Lytton 
wrote, to have an effect also on ‘public opinion’ in Great 
Britain, and would act as a support for the Conservative 
government in England. Lytton hoped that a successful 
assemblage, well reported in the press, and displaying the 
loyalty of the Indian princes and peoples, would be evidence 
of the wisdom of the Royal Titles Act. 

Lytton wanted the assemblage to bind the British official 
and unofficial communities in India closer together in sup- 
port of the government. This expectation was not achieved 
by the assemblage. The governors of both Madras and Bom- 
bay advised against holding the assemblage, and for a time it 
appeared that the Governor of Bombay might not even 
attend. He argued that there was a famine in Bombay and he 
was needed there; any cost to the central government or the 
presidency attendant upon participation would be better 
spent to alleviate the famine. Both governors comiplained ab- 
out the disruption caused by having to leave their govern- 
ments for two weeks with large numbers of their staff to 
attend the assemblage. 

Many British in India, official and unofficial, and several 
influential British papers saw the assemblage as part of a poli- 
cy of elevating the ‘blacks’, and paying too much attention to 
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the Indians, because most concessions and acts of grace were 
directed towards Indians. Lytton wrote that he faced ‘practic- 
al difficulties of satisfying the European element, which is 
disposed to be quarrelsome, and avoiding the difficulty of 
favouring the conquered more than the conquering race’.*” 

The opposition to the plans in London and India was so 


strong that Lytton wrote to Queen Victoria— 


If the Crown of England should ever have the misfortune to lose 
the great and magnificent empire of India, it will not be through 
the disaffection of your Majesty’s native subjects, but through 
party spirit at home, and the disloyalty and insubordination of 
those members of Your Majesty’s Indian Service, whose duty it 
is to co-operate with the Government . . . in the disciplined and 
loyal execution of its orders.” 


COLONIAL SOCIOLOGY AND THE ASSEMBLAGE 


In analytical terms the goal of the assemblage was to make 
manifest and compelling the sociology of India. The invitees 
were selected in relation to ideas which the British rulers had 
about the proper social order in India. Although emphasis 
was placed on the princes as feudal rulers and ‘the natural aris- 
tocracy’, the assemblage was also to include other categories 
of Indians, ‘native gentlemen’, ‘landlords’, ‘editors and jour- 
nalists’ and ‘representative men’ of various kinds. In the 
1870s a contradiction in the British theory of Indian sociology 
had become apparent. Some members of the British ruling 
group viewed India in historical terms as a feudal society con- 
sisting of lords, chiefs and peasants. Other British people saw 
India as a changing society which was composed of commu- 
nities. These communities could be large and somewhat 
amorphous, such as Hindu/Muslim/Sikh/Christian/ Animist; 
they could be vaguely regional, such as Bengali or Gujarati; 
they could be castes such as Brahmans, Rajputs, Baniyas; or 
communities could be based on educational and occupational 
criteria, that is, westernized Indians. Those English rulers 
who saw India as made up of communities sought to control 
them through identifying the ‘representative men’, leaders 
who were thought to speak for, and who could shape re- 
sponses from, their communities. 
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According to the feudal theory, there was a ‘native aris- 
tocracy’ in India. Lytton, in order to define and regulate this 
aristocracy, planned the establishment of a privy council and 
a College of Arms in Calcutta. The privy council was to be 
purely consultative, summoned by the viceroy ‘who would 
keep the machinery completely under his own control’. 
Lytton’s intention was to arrange the constitution of the 
privy council ‘to enable the Viceroy, whilst making parade of 
consulting native opinion to swamp the native members, and 
still secure the prestige of their presence and assent’. The 
plan for a privy council for India quickly encountered consti- 
tutional problems and opposition from the council of India in 
London. A parliamentary act was necessary to establish such 
a body, and parliament was not sitting through the summer 
and autumn of 1876. The result, announced at the assemb- 
lage, was the naming of twenty ‘Counsellors of the Em- 
press’, for the purpose of ‘seeking from time to time, in mat- 
ters of importance, the counsel and advice of Princes and 
Chiefs of India, and thus associating them with the Para- 
mount Power’.* 

The College of Arms in Calcutta was to be the Indian 
equivalent of the British College of Arms in London, which 
would in effect establish and order a ‘peerage’ for India. Indi- 
an titles had been a vexing question for the British rulers of 
India since the early nineteenth century. There appeared to 
the English to be no fixed lineally ordered hierarchy or any 
common system of titles, such as the British were familiar 
with in their own society. What were thought to be royal ti- 
tles, such as Raja, Maharaja, Nawab or Bahadur, seemed to 
be used randomly by Indians, and were not attached to actual 
control of territory or office, or a hierarchical system of sta- 
tus distinctions. 

Co-ordinated with the establishment of the College of 
Arms was a plan to present at the Imperial Assemblage nine- 
ty of the leading Indian princes and chiefs with large banners 
emblazoned with their coats of arms. These banners were 
shield-shaped in the European mode. The crests were also 
European, with the heraldic devices derived from the history 
of the particular royal house. The representations of ‘history’ 
on the crests included the mythic origins of the families, 
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events connecting the houses to Mughal rule and, particular- 
ly, aspects of the past which tied the Indian princes and chiefs 
to English rule. 

The banners were presented at the Imperial Asembhget to 
attending Indian princes. These presentations were substi- 
tuted for the former Mughal practice of exchange of nazar 
(gold coins) and peshkash (precious possessions) for khelats 
(robes of honour) which marked previous British durbar 
practice. By eliminating what had been rituals of incorpora- 
tion, the British completed the process of redefinition of the 
relationship between ruler and ruled begun in the middle of 
the eighteenth century. What had been a system of authority 
based upon the incorporation of subordinates to the person of 
the emperor now was an expression of linear hierarchic order 
in which the presentation of a silk banner made the Indian 
princes the legal subjects of Queen Victoria. In the British 
conception of the relationship, Indian princes became English 
knights and should be obedient and offer fealty to the 
Empress. 

Lytton was aware that some of the more experienced and 
hardheaded officials, who had served in India and were now 
members of the Secretary of State for India’s council, would 
see the presentation of the banners and the establishment of 
the College of Arms as ‘trival and silly’.*” Lytton thought 
this response would be a great mistake. ‘Politically speaking’, 
Lytton wrote, “The Indian peasantry is an inert mass. If it 
ever moves at all it will move in obedience, not to its British 
benefactors, but to its native chiefs and princes, however 
tyrannical they may be’. 

The other possible political representatives of ‘native opin- 
ion’ were what Lytton scornfully referred to as the “Baboos’, 
who had been taught to write ‘semi-seditious articles in the 
Native Press, and who represent nothing but the social 
anomaly of own position’.*? He felt that the Indian chiefs and 
princes were no mere noblesse, but ‘a powerful aristocracy’ 
whose complicity could be secured and efficiently utilized by 
the British in India. In addition to their power over the mas- 
ses, the Indian aristocracy could be easily directed, if appealed 
to properly, as ‘they are easily affected by sentiment and sus- 
ceptible to the influence of symbols to which facts inade- 
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quately correspond’.*° The British, Lytton continued, could 
gain ‘their allegiance without giving up any of our power’.*! 
To buttress his argument, Lytton referred to the British posi- 
tion in Ireland and especially the recent experience with Io- 
nian Greeks, who, notwithstanding the ‘good government’ 
which British rule gave them, enthusiastically surrendered all 
these advantages for what he termed ‘a bit of bunting with 
the Greek colours on it’. He added, to underline his argument 
about the Indian aristocracy, ‘the further East you go, the 
greater becomes the importance of a bit of bunting’.° 


THE ENACTMENT OF THE COLONIAL SOCIOLOGY OF INDIA: 
THE INVITEES TO THE IMPERIAL ASSEMBLAGE 


At centre stage, according to the designers of the assemblage, 
were the sixty-three ruling princes who appeared in Delhi. 
They were described by Lytton as ruling forty million people 
and holding territories larger than France, England and 
Italy.5 The ruling chiefs and the three hundred ‘titular chiefs 
and native gentlemen’ who attended were seen as the ‘flower 
of Indian Nobility’. Lord Lytton wrote: 


Among them were the Prince of Arcot and the Princes of Tan- 
jore from the Madras Presidency; the Maharajah Sir Jai Mangal 
Singh, and some of the priniple Talukdars of Oudh; forty repre- 
sentatives of the most distinguished families of the North- 
Western Province, scions of the ex-Royal family of Delhi; 
descendants of the Saddozai of Cabul, and the Alora Chiefs of 
Sindh, Sikh Sardars from Amritsar and Lahore, Rajputs from the 
Kangra Hills; the semi-independent Chief of Amb, on the Hazara 
border, envoys from Chitral and Yassin, who attended in the 
train of the Maharaja of Jammu and Chasmere; Arabs from 
Peshawar, Pata chiefs from Kohat and Derajat; Biluch Tomm- 
duis from Dera Ghazi Khan; leading citizens from Bombay; 
Gond and Mahratha nobles from the Central Provinces; Rajputs 
from Ajmere and natives of Burma, Central India, er and 
Baroda.™ 


This litany of names, titles and places was for Lytton and 
the English the embodiment of the assemblage. The exotic 
names, the ‘barbaric’ titles and, above all, the elaborate varia- 
tion in dress and appearance. were constantly noted by 
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English observers of the assemblage. The list of invitees 
included representatives of many of the dispossessed Indian 
royal families, such as the eldest son of the ‘ex-King of 
Oudh’, the grandson of Tipu Sultan, and members of the 
“ex-Royal family of Delhi’ (the House of the Mughal Emper- 
or). The presence of these descendants of the former great 
ruling houses of-India imparted some of the flavour of a 
Roman triumph to the assemblage. The British conception of 
Indian history thereby was realized as a kind of ‘living 
museum’, with the descendants of both the enemies and the 
allies of the English displaying the period of the conquest of 
India. The ‘rulers’ and ‘ex-rulers’ were fossilized embodi- 
ments of a past which the British conquerors had created in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. All of this 
‘history’ was brought together in Delhi, to announce, en- 
hance and glorify British authority as represented by the per- 
son of their monarch.” 

The conjunction of past and present was proclaimed in the 
first official announcement of the Imperial Assemblage, 
when it was stated that among those to be invited would be 
‘those Princes, chiefs and nobles in whose persons the ambi- 
guity of the past is associated with the prosperity of the 
present’.°° Indians from all parts of the empire and even some 
Asians from beyond the boundaries were seen in their di- 
versity as a statement of the need for British imperial rule. 
The Viceroy, standing for the Empress, represented the only 
authority which could hold together the great diversity inhe- 
rent in the ‘colonial sociology’. The unity of empire was 
literally seen as that provided by the superordinate and 
heaven-blessed British rulers of India. The diversity was 
mentioned frequently in the speeches which were a feature of 
the ten days of assemblage activities. At the state banquet be- 
fore the assemblage, with a mixed audience of Indians in their 
‘native costumes’ and British in their frock-coats and uni- 
forms, Lytton proclaimed that if one wanted to know the 
meaning of the imperial title, all they had to do was ‘to look 
around’ and see an empire ‘multitudinous in its traditions, as 
well as in its inhabitants, almost infinite in the variety of races 
which populate it, and of the creeds which have shaped their 
character’.*” 


REPRESENTING AUTHORITY IN VICTORIAN INDIA 663 


The colonial sociology of India was by no means fixed and 
rigidly ranked and ordered. The classificatory system was 
based on multiple criteria, which varied through time and 
from region to region of India. At the base of the classifica- 
tion were two kinds of criteria, one which the English rulers 
believed was ‘natural’, such as caste, race and religion, and 
the other, social criteria which could include achievement, 
education—both western and Indian, the financing of works 
of public utility, acts of loyalty performed on behalf of their 
English rulers and the family history seen as descent and 
genealogy. What the English thought of as the ‘natural aris- 
tocracy’ of India was at times contrasted with the category of 
‘native gentlemen’ whose status was based on their actions 
(social criteria) rather than their descent (natural criteria). 

Most of the twenty-two Indians who were invited by the 
Bengal government as ‘native gentlemen’ were large landhol- 
ders, controlling extensive estates, such as Hatwa, Darban- 
gha and Dumroan in Bihar, or men such as Jai Mangal Singh 
of Monghyr who had performed loyal service during the 
Santhal ‘Rebellion’ and the Sepoy ‘Mutiny’.** 

The Madras contingent of ‘nobles and native gentlemen’ 
was led by descendants of two deposed rulers: the prince of 
Arcot and the daughter of the last Maharaja of Tanjore. In 
addition to large landholders of the Madras presidency, the 
Indian members of the Madras legislative council and two 
Indian lower civil servants were among the official guests. The 
Bombay contingent of ‘nobles and native gentlemen’ was the 
most diverse, and was apparently selected for representative 
qualities. The city of Bombay sent two Parsis, one of whom, 
Sir Jamesetji Jejeebhoy, was the only Indian at the time to 
have an hereditary English knighthood, and had been de- 
clared by the English government head of the Bombay Parsi 
community. In addition, there was a leading merchant, 
thought to be the ‘representative member of the Mahomme- 
dan community’, a government pleader from the Bombay 
high court, and another successful lawyer. In terms of the 
‘communities’ of cosmopolitan Bombay, there were two 
Parsis, two Marathas, a Gujarati and a Muslim. From the rest 
of the presidency came several large landholders, a judge of 
the small claims court, a deputy collector, a professor of 
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mathematics from the Deccan College, and the oriental 
translator to the Bombay government. 


LOGISTICS AND THE PHYSICAL PLANNING: THE CAMPS, THE 
AMPHITHEATRE AND DECORATIVE MOTIFS 


By the end of September 1876 guest lists were drawn up and 
official invitations were sent. Planning now shifted to the 
actual physical arrangements for the assemblage, the location 
‘and preparation of the sites of the camps, which were to pro- 
vide living accommodation for over 84,000 people, who 
were to converge on Delhi late in December. The camps 
were spread in a semi-circle of five miles, taking the Delhi 
railway station as the starting point. Preparation of the site 
required the clearing of one hundred villages, whose lands 
were rented and whose cultivators were prevented from 
planting their winter crops. Considerable work was involved 
in developing a road network, water supplies, establishing 
several bazaars and proper sanitary facilities. As always with 
a large gathering of Indians in the nineteenth century, the 
British were greatly concerned about the possibility of an 
epidemic breaking out, and extensive medical precautions 
were taken. Labour had to be recruited, much of which came 
from the peasants in the villages which were dislocated by the 
utilization of their fields for the camps. Actual preparation 
for the building of the camp sites began on 15 October, with 
Major-General Roberts in overall charge. 

The Indian rulers who were invited were instructed to 
bring their tents and equipage; railway schedules had to be 
worked out to transport the thousands of retainers and anim- 
als that accompanied the rulers. Strict limits were put on the 
number of followers who could accompany their masters. 
The number of retainers allowed to each chief was based on 
their gun salutes, with those honoured by seventeen and 
above being allowed five hundred; those with fifteen allowed 
four hundred; eleven, three hundred; nine, two hundred 
and those ‘feudatories’ without salutes were allowed one 
hundred.™ The planners estimated that the Indian rulers and. 
their retinues would total 25,600, but, after the event, it was 
estimated that there were 50,741 Indians in their own camps, 
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9741 Indians in the imperial camps, as clerks, servants and 
followers, and another 6438 in the ‘miscellaneous camps’, 
such as those of the Police, post and telegraph, the imperial 
bazaar, and visitors.°' Excluding the camps of the troops— 
approximately 14,000 in number—attending the assemblage, 
there were 8000 tents erected in and around Delhi to house the 
guests. Overall, there were at least 84,000 people attending 
the assemblage, of whom 1169 were Europeans. 

The central imperial camp stretched for a mile and a half, 
by half a mile wide, on the flats abutting the north-eastern 
side of the Delhi ridge and covered the grounds of the pre- 
Mutiny military cantonment. The Viceroy’s canvas camp 
complex faced the main road, so that there would be easy ac- 
cess for the great numbers of visitors, European and Indian, 
whom he would receive in audience. Wheeler, the official 
historian of the assemblage, described the Viceroy’s tents as 
‘canvas houses’ and ‘the pavilion’—the enormous Durbar 
tent—as ‘a Palace’.©? In this tent the viceroy held court, sit- 
ting on the viceregal chair on a raised platform, at the back of 
which was hung a painting of a stern visaged, black attired 
Queen Victoria, surveying the proceedings. In front of him 
stretched the huge viceregal rug, with the coat of arms of the 
imperial Indian government. Chairs were arranged on the 
rug in a rough semi-circle for members of his staff, and the 
important retainers of the chief who were to come to pay 
homage to the newly proclaimed Empress and her Viceroy. 
In ranks around the wall of the viceregal tent stood mare and 
yak tail whisk bearers, dressed in the livery of the viceregal 
household, and down the sides of the tent behind the chairs 
were European and Indian troopers. The whole scene was 
brilliantly lit by gas lamps. 

Camped immediately to the right of the Viceroy was 
the Governor of Bombay, and to his left the Governor of 
Madras; there then followed the camps of the Lieuten- 
ant-Governors. At the south-east end of the imperial camp, 
adjoining those of the Viceroy and the Governor of Madras, 
were the camps of the Commander-in-Chief of the Indian 
army and the commanders of the Madras and Bombay 
armies. These had their own entrances and were almost as 
large as the camps of the Viceroy. At the back of the camps of 
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the Viceroy, the Governors and Lieutenant-Governors were 
those of the Chief Commissioners, the Resident of Hyder- 
abad and the agents to the Governor-General for Central 
India, Baroda and Rajputana. Access to these latter was by 
internal roads as they did not face outwards on to the plains. 

Scattered around the plains from a distance of one to five 
miles were the camps of the Indians, organized regionally. 
On the eastern side of the ridge, on the flood plain of the 
Jumna river and closest to the imperial camp, were those of 
the Nizam of Hyderabad, the Gaekwar of Baroda and the 
Maharajah of Mysore. These were the ‘Special Native 
Camps’. To the front of the imperial camp were those of the 
Central Indian chiefs, with the camp of Maharajah Sindhia of 
Gwalior closest to that of the viceroy. Two and a half miles 
to the south were the camps of the chiefs of Bombay North- 
west Province and the Central Province. Strung along the 
west and the south walls of the city of Delhi were the Punjab 
chiefs, with pride of place being given to the Maharajah of 
Kashmir, who, at a distance of two miles, was the closest to 
the imperial camp. The Rajputana chiefs were camped five 
miles along the Gurgaon Road, due south of the imperial 
camp. Five and a half miles along the Kootub Road were the 
camps of the Oudh talukdars. The Bengal and the Madras 
nobles -were within a mile of the main camp. 

There was a marked contrast between the layouts of the 
European and the Indian camps. The European camps were 
well ordered, with straight streets and neat rows of tents on 
each side. Grass and flowers were laid out to impart the touch 
of England which the British carried with them all over 
India. The plants were supplied by the Botanical Gardens at 
Saharanpur and Delhi. In the Indian camps, spaces were pro- 
vided for each ruler who was then left to arrange his camp in 
his own fashion. To the European eye the Indian camps were 
cluttered and disorganized, with cooking fires seemingly 
placed at random, and with a jumble of people, animals and 
carts impeding easy movement. Nonetheless, most Euro- 
pean observers commented on how vibrant and colourful the 
Indian camps were. 

The contrast between the imperial camp and the other 
camps was not lost on some of the Indians. Sir Dinkar Rao, 
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who was Sindhia’s dewan (prime minister), commented to 
one of Lytton’s aides: 


If any man would understand why it is that the English are, and 
must necessarily remain the master of India he need only go up to 
Flagstaff Tower [highest point overlooking the camps] and look 
down upon this marvellous camp. Let him notice the method, 
the order, the cleanliness, the discipline, the perfection of the 
whole organization and he will recognize at once the epitome of 
every title to command and govern which one race can possess 
over others. 


There is much hyperbole, and perhaps some self interest, 
in Sir Dinkar Rao’s statement; however, it effectively points 
to one of the main things which Lytton and his associates 
wanted to accomplish through the assemblage, which was to 
represent the nature of British rule as they conceived it, and 
this was what the camp represented in their own ruling 
theory: order and discipline, which was in their ideology part 
of the whole system of colonial control. 


THE AMPHITHEATRE AND PRECEDENCE 


From the inception of the planning the question of the seating 
arrangements for the Indian rulers was seen as the most cru- 
cial single question on which the success of the Imperial 
Assemblage would rest. As we have seen, the problems of 
precedence which, in the opinion of experts like Daly, bede- 
villed a durbar had to be avoided. Its terminological trans- 
formation into an assemblage allowed Lytton to do this. He 
insisted that the assemblage would not resemble a durbar ‘in 
its arrangements or ceremonies, or any of the meetings custo- 
marily so called’,® as the actual ritual to proclaim the new ti- 
tle would not be ‘under canvas’ but in ‘the open plain thereby 
freeing it from questions of precedence, exchange of presents 
and other impedimentia of an ordinary durbar’.© The plan- 
ners of the assemblage hit upon a unique solution-to the 
seating arrangements for the Imperial Assemblage. It was 
decided that the princes would be seated in a semi-circular 
grandstand, by their regional groupings from north to south. 
The Viceroy would be seated on a dais, on his viceregal chair, 
and with only members of his immediate staff and family 
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group around him. The dais was placed in such a fashion that 
all the Indians, at least in the first row, would be equidistant 
from the person of the Viceroy. Hence none could claim to 
have superiority over their fellow chiefs. The grandstand was 
to be divided by province or agency, with the exception of 
the Gaekwar of Baroda, the Nizam of Hyderabad and the 
Maharaja of Mysore, who would be in a special section in the 
centre of the seats. Each of the major geographic sections had 
a separate entrance, and as the precedence for each of the 
geographic units was fairly well worked out, there wouldn’t 
arise, the planners thought, the question of cross-regional 
precedence. There was a separate road providing access to the 
entrances, and timing of the entries prescribed. European 
officials were to sit intermixed amongst the Indians, for ex- 
ample the Lieutenant-Governor of Punjab with the Punjab 
princes and notables, the Agent-General for Rajputana and 
the various residents amongst the chiefs from that region. 
Lytton wrote 


the Chiefs do not so much object to be seated in groups of their 
own nationalities and province, as to be mixed up and classified 
with those of other provinces, as in a Durbar. Each chief would 
proceed from his camp to the Dais assigned to him in a separate 
elephant procession, in time to receive the Viceroy.°’ 


In addition to the pavilion for the seating of the grandees, 
two large grandstands were erected obliquely facing it for re- 
tainers and other visitors. Large numbers of soldiers from the 
Indian army and princes’ armies stood in semi-circular ranks 
facing the pavilion, as did servants and other Indians. Inter- 
spersed with the onlookers were large numbers of elephants 
and horses with their grooms and mahouts. 

To emphasize the uniqueness of the event the planners de- 
veloped an overall design motif which could be termed 
‘Victorian Feudal’. Lockridge Kipling, Rudyard Kipling’s 
father and Director of the Lahore Art School, a minor pre- 
Raphaelite and, to use his own description, a ‘monumental 
ceramicist’, was in overall charge of the designing of the uni- 
forms and decorations for the assemblage. 

A large dais for the Viceroy was built facing the pavilion in 
the shape of a hexagon, each side being 40 feet long for a total 
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of 220 feet around; its masonry base was 10 feet high. There 
was a broad flight of stairs leading to the platform on which 
was placed the viceregal throne. Over the dais was a large 
canopy. The shafts holding the canopy were festooned with 
laurel wreaths, imperial crowns, gargoyle-like eagles, ban- 
ners displaying the Cross of St George and the Union Jack. 
There was an embroidered frieze hanging from the canopy dis- 
playing the Rose, Shamrock and Thistle with the Lotus of In- 
dia. Also hanging from the shafts supporting the canopy were 
shields with the Irish Harp, the Lion Rampant of Scotland 
and the Three Lions of England. The 800 foot semi-circular 
pavilion in which the chiefs and high government officials 
were seated was decorated with fleurs-de-lis and gilded lances, 
the supporters of the canvas displaying the imperial crown. 
Along the back posts were mounted the large silken banners 
with the coats of arms of the princes and chiefs. Not all obser- 
vers of the scene were impressed. Val Prinsep, a painter who 
had been commissioned to paint a picture of the scene, which 
was to be a collective present from the princes to their new 
empress, was aghast by what was thought to be a display of 
bad taste. On seeing the site he wrote: 


Oh Horror! What have I to paint? A kind of thing that out does 
the Crystal Palace in hideosity..[it] is all iron, gold, red, blue and 
white... The Viceroy’s dais is a kind of scarlet temple 80 feet 
high. Never was such a brummagem ornament, or more atro- 
cious taste.° 


He continued: 


They have been heaping ornament on ornament, colour on col- 
our. [The viceregal dais] is like the top of a twelfth cake. They 
have stuck pieces of needlework into stone panels and tin shields 
and battle axes all over the place. The size [of the whole collec- 
tion of structures] gives it a vast appearance like a gigantic circus 
and the decorations are in keeping.°° 


THE IMPERIAL ASSEMBLAGE 


On 23 December all was in readiness for the arrival of the 
central figure of the Imperial Assemblage, the Viceroy, Lord 
Lytton. The 84,000 Indians and Europeans had occupied 
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their far-flung camps, the road were laid out and the site was 
complete. The activities of the assemblage were to last for 
two weeks; the purpose being to mark Queen Victoria’s 
accession to her imperial title as ‘Kaiser-i-Hind’. The title 
was suggested by G. W. Leitner, Professor of Oriental Lan- 
guages and Principal of the Government College in Lahore. 
Leitner was a Hungarian by birth and began his career as an 
Orientalist, linguist and interpreter with the English army 
during the Crimean War. He was educated at Constantino- 
ple, Malta, King’s College, London, obtained a Ph.D. from 
the University of Freibourg and was a lecturer in Arabic and 
Turkish, Professor of Arabic and Muhammadan Law at 
King’s College, London, before going to Lahore in 1864.” 
Leitner argued that the term ‘Kaiser’ was well known to the 
natives of India, having been used by Muhammadan writers 
in relation to the Roman Caesar, and therefore the ruler of 
the Byzantine empire should be known as ‘Kaiser-i-Rum’. In 
the present circumstances of the British ruler in India it was 
appropriate, Leitner thought, as it neatly combined the Ro- 
man ‘Caesar’, German ‘Kaiser’ and Russian ‘Czar’ imperial 
titles. In the Indian context it would be unique, and would 
not run the risk of being mispronounced by Indians as would 
the title Empress, nor would it associate British rule with 
such exhausted titles as ‘Shah’, ‘Padishah’ or ‘Sultan’. It 
avoided the overt association of the title with either Hindu or 
Muslim titles.” 

Lord Lytton had suggested to Lord Salisbury in late July 
1876, on either his or Burne’s reading of Leitner’s pamphlet, 
that “Kaiser-i-Hind’, was ‘thoroughly familiar to the Oriental 
mind’, and ‘Widely recognized’ in India and Central Asia as 
‘the symbol of Imperial power’. In addition, the title was the 
same in Sanskrit and Arabic, ‘sonorous’ and not ‘hackneyed 
or monopolized by any Crown since the Roman Caesars’. 
Lytton left it to Salisbury to make the final decision on the 
question of the queen’s Indian title.’* Salisbury agreed to the 
use of Kaiser-i-Hind and it was duly announced officially in 
The Times of 7 October 1876. The title drew criticism as 
being obscure from the distinguished Orientalist R. C. Cald- 
well, and Mir Aulad Ali, Professor of Arabic and Urdu at 
Trinity College, Dublin, thought it was ‘preposterous’ as it 
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formed ‘the picture of a European lady, attired partly in the 
Arab, partly in the Persian garment peculiar to men, and 
wearing upon her head an Indian turban’.”° 

Lytton’s arrival in the Delhi railway station was the official 
commencement of the assemblage. He descended with his 
wife and two young daughters and his immediate official 
party from the railway car, gave a brief speech of welcome to 
assembled Indian rulers and high government officials, brisk- 
ly shook hands with some of those assembled, and then 
moved off to mount a train of waiting elephants. 

Lord and Lady Lytton rode in a silver houdah, created for 
the Prince of Wales’s visit the year before, mounted on the 
back of what was purported to be the largest elephant in 
India, owned by the Raja of Banaras. 

The procession, led by troops of cavalry, moved through 
the city of Delhi to the Red Fort, circled around the Jama 
Masjid and then proceeded towards the north-west to the 
camps on the ridge. The procession route was lined by Indian 
army soldiers, Indian and British, interspersed between 
whom were contingents from the princely state armies, out- 
fitted in their ‘medieval’ armour and bearing Indian weapons. 
Lytton commented that these native soldiers present ‘a most 
striking and peculiar appearance...a vivid and varied display 
of strange arms, strange uniforms, and strange figures’.’ 

The procession took three hours to move through the city 
to the camps. As the Viceroy, his party and other British offi- 
cials passed, some of the retainers of the Indian princes fell in 
behind the official party. However, none of the attending 
princes or Indian notables rode in the procession. As was to 
be their role throughout, they were there as recipients of 
largesse and honour given them by their Empress, and to be 
spectators to the British acting on her behalf as the Indian 
monarch. 

The week between Lord Lytton’s arrival and grand entry 
and the day of the assembly held for the reading of the actual 
proclamation of Victoria’s ascension to the imperial throne 
on 1 January 1877 was taken up with audiences given by Lyt- 
ton to leading chiefs, and various receptions and dinners for 
distinguished visitors and participants. In all Lytton gave 120 
audiences in his time in Delhi, including return visits to many 


672 REPRESENTING AUTHORITY IN VICTORIAN INDIA 


of the princes, and received several delegations offering peti- 
tions and loyal addresses for the new Empress.’ 

_ The most important of these meetings were the ones held 
for the princes in the Viceroy’s reception tent. A prince 
would appear at an appointed time accompanied by some of 
his retinue. On entry, depending on his precise status, he 
would be greeted by the Viceroy, who would then present 
him with ‘his’ coat of arms embroidered and fixed on a large 
silken standard. The armorial bearings of the Indian rulers 
were designed by Robert Taylor, a Bengal civil servant and 
amateur heraldist. Taylor had first designed coats of arms for 
Indian rulers on the occasions of the visits of the Duke 
of Edinburgh in 1869 and the Prince of Wales in 1876. Lord 
Lytton now decided that in addition to those which Taylor 
had already created, another eighty were to be created. 

The devices which Taylor created related to his conception 
of the mythic origins of the various ruling houses, their iden- 
tification with particular gods or goddesses, events in their 
history, topographic features of their territories, or they in- 
corporated some ancestral emblem associated with a ruling 
house or even a group of houses. Most of the arms of the 
Rajputs bore the sun to symbolize their descent from Rama. 
The Sikh chiefs of the Punjab all had a boar on their banners. 
The background colour of the device could also be used to 
denote regional groups of chiefs, some had particular trees or 
plants which had sacred significance for a particular house. 
Even events of the Mutiny were represented if they indicated 
loyalty to the British. At times Taylor’s imagination seemed 
to run out. Kashmir, a buffer state created by the British in 
1854 by the installation of a Maharaja over territories held 
previously by a number of other rulers, had to be satisfied by 
three wavy lines representing the three ranges of the Hima- 
layas, and three roses to represent the beauty of the Vale of 
Kashmir. The armorial bearings were embroidered on large 
silk standards, 5 ft by 5 ft, in the Roman style; Indian ban- 
ners, which are silk streamers, were not thought to be the 
right shape to bear the arms of the new feudal nobility.”° In 
addition to the gift of the banner and the coat of arms, the 
most important of the Indian rulers were presented with a 
large gold medallion which was worn from a ribbon around 
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their necks. Lesser chiefs received silver medallions as did 
hundreds of lower civil servants and soldiers, Indian and 
British. 

Not all went smoothly with the presentation of the ban- 
ners and medallions; the banners proved to be very awkward 
and hard to handle because of the weight of the brass poles 
and the fixtures on them, and it wasn’t clear to the Indians 
what should be done with them. It was thought they might 
be used in processions by fixing them to the backs of 
elephants. One British army officer, who was presenting the 
silver medallions to several of his Indian troopers in Urdu, 
was not up to the task of conveying their significance to his 
men. He addressed his troops as follows ‘Suwars [pigs—he 
meant sowar, the Urdu word for trooper], your Empress has 
sent you a billi [cats—he meant billa, a medallion] for you to 
wear around your necks’.”” The presentations which were 
from the Empress were meant to replace the giving of khelats 
and obviate the presentation of nazar, the gold coins. It is sig- 
nificant that the major present was a representation of the 
British version of the Indian rulers’ pasts as represented in 
their coats of arms. 

At noon on 1 January 1877 all was in readiness for the entry 
of the Viceroy into the amphitheatre. The princes and other 
notables were all seated in their sections, the spectators’ 
grandstand filled, and thousands of Indian and European 
troops were drawn up in ranks. The Viceroy and his small 
party, including his wife, rode into the amphitheatre to the 
‘March from Tannhäuser’. As they got down from the car- 
riage six trumpeters, attired in medieval costume, blew a fan- 
fare. The Viceroy then mounted to his throne to the strains of 
the national anthem. The chief herald, described as the tallest 
English officer in the Indian army, read the queen’s proc- 
lamation which announced that henceforth there would be 
the addition of ‘Empress of India’ to her royal styles and 
titles. te 

A translation of the proclamation of the new title was read 
in Urdu by T. H. Thornton, the Foreign Secretary of the 
Government of India. Then a salute of 101 salvos was fired 
and the assembled troops fired feux-de-joie. The noise of the 
cannon and rifle fire stampeded the assembled elephants and 
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horses; a number of bystanders were killed and injured, and a 
large cloud of dust was raised which hung over the rest of the 
proceedings. 

Lytton made a speech in which, as was common in the 
speeches of Viceroys on major occasions, he stressed the ful- 
filment of their Empress’s promise in her proclamation of 1 
November 1858: of the achievement of a ‘progressive 
prosperity’ combined with the undisturbed enjoyment, on 
the part of the princes and peoples of India, ‘of their heredit- 
ary honours’, and the protection ‘of their lawful interests’. 

The historic basis of British authority in India was created 
by ‘Providence’ which had called upon the crown ‘to replace 
and improve upon the rule of good and great Sovereigns’, 
but whose successors failed ‘to secure the internal peace of 
their dominions. Strife became chronic and anarchy con- 
stantly recurrent. The weak were the prey of the strong, and 
the strong the victims of their own passions.’ The rule of the 
successors of the House of Tamerlane, Lytton continued, 
‘had ceased to be conducive of the progress of the East’. 
Now, under British, rule, all ‘creeds and races’ were pro- 
tected and guided by ‘the strong hand of Imperial power’ 
which had led to rapid advance and ‘increasing prosperity’. 

Lytton then referred to the proper codes of conduct for the 
constituent components of the empire. He first referred to 
‘the British Administrators and Faithful Officers of the 
Crown’, who were thanked in the name of the Empress for 
their ‘great toil for the good of the Empire’, and their 
‘persevering energy, public virtue, and self devotion, unsur- 
passed in history’. In particular, ‘the district officers’ were 
singled out for their patient intelligence and courage on 
which the efficient operation of the whole system of adminis- 
tration was dependent. All the members of the civil and 
military services were gratefully recognized by their queen 
for their capacity to ‘uphold the high character of your race, 
and to carry out the benign precepts of your religion’. Lytton 
told them that they were ‘conferring on all the other creeds 
and races in this country the inestimable benefits of good 
government’. The non-official European community were 
complimented for the benefits which India had received 
‘from their enterprise, industry, social energy and civic virtue’. 
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The princes and chiefs of the empire were thanked by the 
Viceroy on behalf of their Empress for their loyalty and their 
past willingness to assist her government ‘if attacked or 
menaced’, and it was to ‘unite the British Crown and its 
feudatories and allies that Her Majesty had been Braciously 
pleased to assume the Imperial title’. 

The ‘native subjects of the Empress of India’ were told by 
their Viceroy that ‘the permanent interests of this Empire de- 
mand the supreme supervision and direction of their admi- 
nistration by English officers’ who must ‘continue to form 
the most important practical channel through which the arts, 
the sciences and the culture of the West . . . may freely flow 
to the East’. This assertion of English superiority notwith- 
standing, there was a place for the ‘natives of India’ to share 
in the administration ‘of the country you inhabit’. However, 
appointment to the higher public service should not only go 
to those with ‘intellectual qualifications’ but must also in- 
clude those who are ‘natural leaders’, ‘by birth, rank and 
hereditary influence’, that is, the feudal aristocracy, which 
was being ‘created’ at the assemblage. 

The Viceroy concluded his speech by reading a telegraphic 
message from “The Queen, your Empress’ who assured all 
assembled of her affection. ‘Our rule’, she cabled, was based 
on the great principles of liberty, equity, and justice’ ‘which 
would promote their happiness’ and add to their ‘prosperity 
and advance their welfare’.”® 

The conclusion of the Viceroy’s speech was greeted by 
loud cheering, and when this stopped, the Maharaja Scindia 
rose and addressed the queen in Urdu and said: 


Shah in Shah, Padshah, May God bless you. The Princes of India 
bless you and pray that your hukumat [the power to give absolute 
orders which must be obeyed, sovereignty] may remain stead- 
fast forever.” 


Scindia was followed by other rulers expressing their thanks 
and pledging their loyalty. Scindia’s statement, which 
appears to have been unsolicited, his failure to address the 
Empress with the proper title ‘Kaiser-i-Hind’ notwithstand- 
ing, was taken by Lytton as the sign of the fulfilment of the 
intention of the assemblage. 
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The activities of the assemblage continued for another four 
days. These included a rifle match, the inauguration of a 
Royal Cup Race, won fittingly by one of the princes’ horses, 
several more dinners and receptions, and the presentation of 
loyal addresses and petitions by various regional and civic 
bodies. There was also an extensive exhibition organized of 
Indian arts and crafts. The proceedings were concluded with 
a march by the imperial troops, followed by contingents 
from the armies of the princes. Long lists of new honours 
were announced, some princes had their gun salutes en- 
hanced and twelve Europeans and eight Indians were 
awarded the title of “Counsellor of the Empress’. Thirty-nine 
new members of the Star of India were made to mark the 
occasion. In all, over 300 such meetings several rulers and 
large numbers of new Indian title-holders were created. 
Thousands of prisoners were released or had their sentence 
reduced, and monetary rewards were given to members of 
the armed forces. On the day of the proclamation cere- 
monies were held all over India to mark the occasion. In all, 
over 300 such meetings were held in presidency capitals, in 
all civil and military stations down to local tahsil headquar- 
ters. In the towns, the plans for the occasion were usually 
drawn up by local Indian officials, and included durbars, the 
offering of poems and odes in Sanskrit and other languages, 
parades of school children and their being treated to sweets, 
feeding of the poor, distribution of clothes to the needy, 
usually winding up with a fireworks display in the evening. 


CONCLUSION 


Historians have paid little attention to the assemblage of 
1877; at best it is treated as a kind of folly, a great tamasha or 
show, but one which had little practical consequence. It has 
been noted in histories of Indian nationalism as the occasion 
when, for the first time, early nationalist leaders and journal- 
ists from all over India were gathered in the same place at the 
same time, but is passed over as mere window-dressing to 
mask imperial realities. It is also taken as an example of the 
callousness on the part of imperial rulers who spent large 
sums of public money at a time of famine. 
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At the time it was planned and immediately afterwards, 
the assemblage received considerable criticism in the Indian- 
language press as well as in the English papers. It was seen by 
many, as were Ellenborough’s attempts at imperial glorifica- 
tion, as being somehow or other un-English, and the ex- 
pression of the wild imaginations of Disraeli and Lytton. 

Yet the assemblage kept being referred to subsequently by 
Indians and Europeans as a kind of marker, a before and after 
event. It became the standard by which public ceremony was 
measured. It may be said the event itself recurred twice—in 
1903 when Lord Curzon organized an imperial durbar in 
Delhi to proclaim Edward VII emperor of India on the exact 
location where his mother’s imperial title was proclaimed, 
and when in 1911, also on the same spot, George V made an 
appearance to crown himself Emperor of India. Curzon, a 
man of enormous energy, intelligence and almost megaloma- 
niacal belief in his own power to rule India, spent almost six 
months planning ‘his’ durbar, and was always at pains to 
follow the forms which Lytton had laid down. When he did 
deviate from these he felt constrained to offer detailed and ex- 
tensive explanations for his changes and additions. If any- 
thing, Curzon wanted the Imperial Durbar to be more ‘Indian’ 
than the assemblage, hence the design motif was ‘Indo- 
Saracenic’, rather than ‘Victorian Feudal’. He also wanted 
more active participation in the event itself on the part of the 
princes, who were to offer direct acts of homage. This kind 
of participation became the centrepiece of the 1911 Imperial 
Durbar, when many of the leading princes, during the durbar 
itself, individually kneeled before their Emperor, in what 
was termed ‘the homage pavilion’, which replaced the dais of 
the Viceroy as the centrepiece of the amphitheatre. 

What was the significance or consequence not only of the 
Imperial Assemblage and the Imperial Durbars, but also the 
ritual idiom created to express and make manifest and compell- 
ing the British construction of their authority over India? Did 
Lytton and his successors accomplish their goals? On one 
level they did not, as India, Pakistan and Bangladesh are in- 
dependent nations today. The idea of the permanence of im- 
pon rule is a half-forgotten curiosity, even to historians 

ho see the events of the period of 1877 to 1974 as a fight 
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over loaves and fishes, or the culmination of the Indian peo- 
ples’ anti-imperial struggle. 

_ I think, however, there is another way of looking at the 
question of success or failure, of the intentions of Lytton and 
his associates and the codification of the ritual idiom. I have 
focused almost exclusively on the British construction of au- 
thority and its representations. When Indians, particularly in 
the first years of their national movement, came to develop a 
public political idiom of their own, through their own orga- 
nizations, what idiom did they use? I would suggest that in 
effect they used the same idiom that their British rulers em- 
ployed. The early meetings of the All India Congress Com- 
mittees were much like durbars, with processions and the 
centrality of leading figures and their speeches, which be- 
came the vehicle through which they tried to participate in 
the achievement of the values of ‘progressive government’ 
and the obtainment of the happiness and welfare of the Indian 
peoples. The British idiom was effective in that it set the 
terms of discourse of the nationalist movement in its begin- 
ning phases. In effect, the early nationalists were claiming 
that they were more loyal to the true goals of the Indian 
empire than were their English rulers. 

The First Non-Co-operation Movement of 1920-1 is taken 
as marking the final establishment of Gandhi as the crucial fi- 
gure in the nationalist struggle. It was the first time a new 
idiom was tried out in the form of non-co-operation and pas- 
sive resistance. At base this was the first full-fledged and 
widespread rejection of British authority in India. The move- 
ment began with Gandhi’s announcement that Indians should 
return all honours and emblems granted by the imperial gov- 
ernment. In doing this Gandhi attacked not the institutions of 
government, but the capacity of that government to make 
meaningful and binding its authority through the creation of 
honours. 

Most of Gandhi’s contributions to the nationalist move- 
ment were concerned with the creation and representation of 
new codes of conduct based on a radically different theory of 
authority. These were represented in a series of markings. 
No longer were Indians to wear either western clothes or the 
‘native’ costumes decreed by their imperial rulers, but home- 
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spun simple peasant dress. The communal prayer meeting, 
not the durbar-like atmosphere of the political rallies, was 
where his message was expounded. The Indian pilgrimage 
was adapted to politics in the form of Gandhi’s marches, and 
the idea of the padyatra (the walking of the politician amongst 
the people) is still part of the political rituals of India. 

Yet, the British idiom did not die easily or quickly, and it 
may still be alive in various forms. The end of the empire was 
marked where it might be said to have begun, in 1857, with 
the desacralization of the Mughal’s palace, with English 
officers drinking wine and eating pork. The moment of 
transfer of authority from the viceroy to the new prime 
minister of an independent India was marked at the Red Fort 
by the lowering of the Union Jack at midnight, 14 August 
1947, before a huge crowd of jubilant Indians. 
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